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Abstract
This research explores the policy factors influencing the intraregional development of rail transit.
For the purpose of this research, policy factors include: institutional arrangements, factors
associated with governance, and factors in the policymaking process. The research questions
are studied in five case study MSAs within the Pacific West and Mountain West regions of the
United States: Phoenix-Mesa-Chandler, AZ; Denver-Aurora-Lakewood, CO; Riverside-San
Bernardino-Ontario, CA; Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim, CA; and Portland-VancouverHillsboro, OR. The foundational problems that frame this research are the challenges of urban
planning at a regional scale, specifically for transportation. The more specific challenge of
transportation planning is situated within the challenge of regional planning. The primary
research question is: what policy factors influence the development of regional rail? Several subquestions stem from the primary question. How do these policy factors differ among the case
study regions? How do institutional arrangements, governance and policymaking differ among
the cases? What policy recommendations can be drawn from the five case study regions and the
specific perspectives of their regional leaders in rail development? Six policy recommendations
are provided based upon the interview responses and the case study data. These emphasize
policy for operations and maintenance (O&M) funding, budgeting for dire economic times,
flexing environment and health funds for transit, the symbiosis of bus and rail transit,
considerations for replicating aspects of the Portland model of governance, and equitable transit
policy related to the housing crisis. The study also offers considerations of these data in light of
the Covid-19 pandemic and continued U.S. economic recovery plans and investment.
iii
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Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Problem Statement
This research explores the policy factors influencing the regional development of rail
transit systems. The challenge of regional planning, specifically transportation planning, creates
the basis for this research. This introduction describes this problem through 3 topics: regional
planning, transportation planning, and knowledge-sharing among regions. First, the problem
begins with complexity of planning at the regional scale. Urban planning at the regional scale is
distinct from urban planning at more local levels. By definition, a region contains multiple
jurisdictions, such as counties and cities. While these jurisdictions may overlap and have mutual
concerns, they may also have multiple priorities that differ from one another. The component
priorities of cities and counties may disagree and create challenges in finding mutual ground.
Further complicating the concept of regional planning, there are school districts, water and
utility authorities, homeowner’s associations, neighborhoods and other agencies with their own
ideas about what matters most, and to whom. Values, goals, and thus, plans, are not always
aligned throughout the region. Deciding what is best for a region is not the same as identifying
what is best for a city or county. It is related, but it is not the same.
The complexity of regional planning can lead to conflict; effective collaboration at the
regional level necessitates consideration of the goals and needs of the region as whole, rather
than the needs of any one jurisdiction independently. How to define these mutual regional
needs is complicated, and power relations may come into play, to make matters more
1

complicated and less democratic. Priorities and needs at the regional level are not always
entirely clear as a result. When regions succeed in executing a regional plan intended to balance
jurisdictional needs, it is a result of years, even decades, of effort in deliberation and
cooperation. Transportation planning is a part of regional planning that requires both forwardthinking toward the long view, and sharp consideration of the present moment’s immediacy for
safety and mobility needs. This study considers regional planning for fixed guideway rail transit
as a subcomponent of transportation planning.
Considerations at the regional level must account for the dynamics of economic
interchange, settlement patterns, and mobility within a region. In addition, all these aspects are
in a state of constant flux. The changing landscape of infrastructure, population migration,
resource availability, and job availability all intersperse and evolve in response to one another.
To respond to this change, regions may need to identify ways to make their goals malleable, able
to be shifted in real time as the circumstance and conditions that influence these goals also shift.
Related, the institutions and agencies that participate in regional planning constitute a system
that is also in some state of flux, as missions and visions evolve, leadership cycles in and out, and
legislative authorities change. These challenges of regional planning are the foundational
problem that frames this research. The more specific challenge of transportation planning is
inseparably situated within the challenge of regional planning.
Transportation planning is one area of urban planning which is considered regionally by
necessity and by mandate. Federal mandate requires a policy board and an organization called a
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metropolitan planning organization (MPO) to serve as the federally funded transportation
policymaking entity to encourage regional cooperation. MPOs are:
required to represent localities in all urbanized areas (UZAs) with populations over
50,000, as determined by the U.S. Census Bureau. MPOs are designated by agreement
between the governor and local governments that together represent at least 75 percent
of the affected population (including the largest incorporated city, based on population)
or in accordance with procedures established by applicable state or local law (FTA,
2021).
Additionally, more populous urbanized areas merit greater consideration in the development of
regional plans and the allocations of federal funding for transportation. Specifically, “an
urbanized area with a population over 200,000, as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau, as
designated by the Secretary of the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT), is called a
Transportation Management Area (TMA)” to emphasize the greater complexity and challenges
that arise in urbanized areas at this scale (FTA, 2021). An MPO is responsible for submitting a
Transportation Improvement Program (TIP) to the state, in accordance with federal
requirements. The Transportation Management Area, or TMA, will have a stronger influence in
the TIP and shape priorities via additional planning products. While MPOs do conduct many
layers of planning regionally for transportation, other agencies serve this purpose as well
including: regional transportation commissions, transportation authorities, transit providers,
councils of governments, and the many jurisdictions that comprise a region. Depending on the
region, the MPO may be situated within or intimately connected to one of these agencies, or it
3

may operate distinctly and in coordination with these agencies. For example, an MPO may be
housed with a regional transportation commission or a council of governments, or it may be
completely independent of these organizations. This dissertation explores the institutional
arrangements and histories within each of the case study regions, as described further in
following chapters.
The activity of transportation is not bound by any one jurisdictional boundary. Although
one jurisdiction’s governance ends and begins at a specific boundary, the movement of citizens
is not limited in this way. The activity of transportation is a fluid continuum across governance
boundaries, and the users of transportation systems, in particular, do not want to be burdened
with the complexity of encountering entirely new transportation systems each time they enter a
new jurisdiction. Providing a healthy, streamlined system of transportation requires coordination
within a region and beyond. The logistics and politics of how people move through and within a
region are innately connected among multiple cities, counties, and levels of governments.
Regional transportation planning creates, and is born from, the complex dynamics of these
multi-layered programs, agencies, and priorities.
Regional priorities can contain conflicts at their root, overtly and subtly; conflicts can
create and come from power relations broadly; and these power relations can impact a
community in a way that favors some people and disadvantages others. Power relations can also
amplify some voices and silence others. In addition to the challenge broadly of regional planning,
a more specific aspect of this study’s focus contains: the problem of transportation planning’s
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complexity, the inherent conflicts of perspectives, corresponding power relations and their
impacts.
This study considers fixed guideway rail transit as a subcomponent of transportation
planning at the regional level. In regions where planners are actively seeking transportation
solutions, fixed guideway rail has frequently been discussed as a potential solution. Not all
regions choose to develop a rail system, however. Only some have taken the discussion from
vision to reality. Reifying a vision for a fixed guideway rail system is an extremely detailed and
context-dependent process. Because policymakers and practitioners work in highly specific
conditions, it is challenging to pinpoint mutually relevant themes among regions. Furthermore, it
isn’t as if all regional planning leaders have adequate opportunity or time to engage with other
regions beyond their own. Although some make time to cross-collaborate, it is reasonable to
think that the day-to-day challenges of regional planning in one region merit a fairly full level of
attention; this can leave little time for turning one’s attention to the challenges of regional
planning in neighboring or distant regions to consider the value of counterpart experiences. For
this reason, a wealth of knowledge may be undiscovered, or at least unknown to some people
who would find it valuable. Some elected officials and agency heads may communicate among
regions, but the wealth of knowledge within one region may not have a pathway to transfer or
be shared with neighboring or distant regions. Because regional and transportation planning are
both already complicated and challenging by nature, it is worth considering how to better
consolidate learnings and insights about policy factors that influence the development of
regional rail transit.
5

From this view, a problem exists in terms of disseminating knowledge from one region to
another, as well as within regions and among regional cohorts, where these exist. While
knowledge can be transferred via government conferences and intra-agency communications, it
is difficult to say how many leaders within a region are directly exposed to this kind of
information. Since so many leaders play a role in regional planning, leaders can work in local
jurisdictions explicitly, or serve as leadership for a region as a whole, or both, as well as active
planners at the regional level for whom transportation is their primary focus. For example, as
previously mentioned, the federal government mandates some regional planning for
transportation through the establishment of Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) based
upon patterns and degrees of urbanization and economic interrelationship. The existence of
MPOs creates a specific kind of regional conversation which emerges in order to ascertain how
to seek and disburse funding from specific sources for specific purposes. Not all funding for rail
transit is funneled through an MPO, and the roles of transportation commissions as opposed to
(or with the help of) MPOs also play a part of comprehending the dynamics of any region. These
dynamics differ from region to region, as do the institutions that operate within the field of
transit planning generally. Funding for regional rail is also a complicated aspect of its
development; sharing information about the challenges encountered in devising funding
schemes for regional rail could be beneficial to other regions.
It is not always easy for practitioners and policymakers to gain information about
nuances that inform policy factors in other regions - without conducting time-consuming
research. Scholarly research is able serve a range of purposes, and one of these purposes is to
6

support practitioners and policymakers. This study is intended to offer information both to
practitioners (i.e. leaders in urban planning and transit including advocates, elected officials,
public and private and agency staff) and policymakers (i.e. local government leaders, local land
use and transportation planners, and relevant legislative advisors and representatives).
The uniqueness and complexity of institutional arrangements, and institutional purposes,
within a region, can create another layer of confusion when trying to cross-communicate among
regions and ascertain how one region’s experience might be assistive or meaningful for another.
Planning for regional rail is a field with distinct and complex dynamics, which is challenging to
translate from one region to another, both in terms of knowledge transfer mechanisms, as well
as in terms of the institutional contexts and frameworks of each region. Yet the reality remains
that continued planning for regional rail is unfolding. It would be, perhaps, an overstatement, to
say that regions are working in siloes, without input from one another. Leaders certainly look
toward other leaders elsewhere and have multiple means of learning from one another.
However, there is a problem to be solved in terms of the degree to which this knowledge is
made easily understandable and broadly available to the many kinds and levels of key players in
transit planning. This study considers that problem and seeks to articulate the differences and
similarities in institutional arrangements, purposes, and experiences over time within planning
for regional rail.
To create valuable considerations regarding the policy factors that shape this process, the
resultant recommendations and considerations for the future are provided in a way that
consolidates and attempts to aggregate data both from document analyses and interview
7

content. Because this problem is large in scale, this study could not reasonably focus on the
entire country and all of its regions. To gain specific enough information for the scope of a
dissertation, the focus is instead tailored to include five case studies in urbanized regions of the
Mountain West and Pacific West United States. The case study areas have been selected to allow
for adequate exploration of the problem to enable this and future research. Initially, 14 MSAs
were considered before narrowing the scope. These included all MSAs with a regional rail system
in the Mountain West and Pacific West United States with populations approaching or above 1
million as of 2019.

1.2 Research Question Overview
The cities listed in Table 1.0 indicates the fourteen metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs)
in the Mountain West and Pacific West United States which were initially considered before
narrowing the scope to include a sampling of 5 metros. These fourteen selected MSA
populations are all approaching 1 million or larger. A comparative case-study analysis will be
conducted in five of these 14 MSAs: Phoenix-Mesa-Chandler, AZ; Denver-Aurora-Lakewood, CO;
Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA; Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim, CA; and PortlandVancouver-Hillsboro, OR. The rationale when choosing the case study regions is based on a few
factors. First, a dissertation-length study would not allow for ample inquiry into 14 MSAs, so it
was necessary to think about how many would allow for in-depth, and broad inquiry. Then, the
regions selected were chosen based on their scale, as all of these metros are in the top 50% (of
the 14) in terms of population, allowing for an inquiry into large regional policy and coordination.
The decision to exclude, for example, Seattle, San Diego, San Jose, and San Francisco were based
8

on several considerations. The cases would have been too heavily emphatic in California if
Riverside, Los Angeles, San Diego, San Jose, and San Francisco were all included. Riverside and
Los Angeles were both chosen to allow for insight into the second-largest Combined Statistical
Area in the nation, yet allowing for the nuance of examining the distinct needs of both MSAs:
Riverside and Los Angeles. Including a CSA by default in choosing these two MSAs was
intentional, to give nuance and meaning to the data which would otherwise be lost. Portland was
chosen over Seattle mainly because of Portland’s growth boundary and its unique
institutionalization of a regional governing body, Metro. The Portland Metro model of
governance will give the collection of cases a more full range of authoritativeness, in terms of
their regional planning policy. All of the rail systems chosen were incorporated because they are
extensive systems of intraregional rail, with multiple lines, serving both suburban and urban
populations. Future research could further this inquiry to study all 14 MSAs, along with MSAs in
other parts of the country, as described in more detail in Chapter 7.
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Table 1.1 MSAs with Intraregional Rail

Principal City

Yr.
Opened/Proposed

Fixed Guideway
Type

MSA Population
(million, est. 2019)

Fresno, CA
Tucson, AZ
Salt Lake City, UT
San Jose, CA
Sacramento, CA

2021

None; proposed CR

0.98

2014

SC

1

1999

LR/CR

1.2

1987

LR/SC

1.99

1987

LR/CR

2.3

Las Vegas, NV

2004/1993 & 1999

Monorail/
People Movers

2.2

1986/2001/1992
SC/LR
Portland, OR
1994/2016
LR/CR
Denver, CO
1995
LR
San Diego, CA
2009/1992
LR/CR
Seattle, WA
1990
LR/CR; vision for SC
Riverside, CA
1980
SC/LR/CR
San Francisco, CA
2008
LR; proposed SC
Phoenix, AZ
1990
LR/CR; proposed SC
Los Angeles, CA
Rail Type Legend: LR= Light Rail, SC=Streetcar, CR=Commuter Rail

2.5
2.9
3.3
3.9
4.65
4.73
4.9
13.2

Source for population and MSA data: U.S. Census Bureau, 2019. Population survey. Sources for data regarding the transit systems
was selected from each of the metro’s regional transit web sites, respectively.1

1
Fresno California High-Speed Rail Authority. www.hsr.ca.gov. Sun Link Streetcar www.suntran.com. TRAX
Utah Transit Authority. www.rideuta.com. Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority. www.vta.org. Sacramento
Regional Transit District. www.sacrt.com Regional Transportation Commission Southern Nevada. www.rtcsnv.com
TriMet www.trimet.org Regional Transportation District. www.rtd-denver.com. San Diego Metropolitan Transit
Ssytem. www.sdmts.com. Sound Transit www.soundtransit.org. MetroLink www.metrolinktrains.com San Francisco
Municipal Transportation Agency (SFMTA) www.sfmta.com. Valley Metro. www.valleymetro.org. Los Angeles
Metropolitan Transportation Authority. www.metro.net.
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This study explores the policy factors that influence the development of regional rail fixed
guideway systems in five case study metros in the Pacific West and Mountain West regions of
the United States. These metros were selected based on consideration of regional scale by
current population in order to reflect a range of sizes and physical geographies. The scope was
also narrowed to focus on five metros to create a limited but meaningful collection of cases to
study, without exceeding the bounds of a dissertation, while still providing ample nuance to
create meaning. The five metropolitan statistical areas chosen for study include:
1.

Denver-Aurora-Lakewood, CO

2.

Phoenix-Mesa-Chandler, AZ

3.

Los-Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim, CA

4.

Portland-Vancouver-Hillsboro, OR

5.

Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA

The earliest research interest for this work began with an interest in policymaking and
transit. From this, a general question grew: how is light rail being developed in regions
throughout the western United States? This question evolved to become the refined research
question: what policy factors influence the development of regional rail systems? More
specifically, this study uses the following questions to guide research.
1. What policy factors influence the development of regional rail?
a. How do these factors differ among the case study regions? How do institutional
arrangements, governance and policymaking differ among the cases?
11

b. What policy recommendations can be drawn from the five case study regions and
the specific perspectives of their regional leaders in rail development?

Policy Factors
For the purpose of this research, the study of policy factors uses a lens focused on:
institutional arrangements, factors associated with governance, and factors in the policymaking
process. The research questions are studied in the five case study MSAs within the Pacific West
and Mountain West regions of the United States. During the qualitative research process, subtopics emerged during the interviews. These include Transit Oriented Development (TOD)
policies, or lack thereof, and policy factors related to funding, as well as policy factors related to
housing. This study’s qualitative analysis provides a detailed discussion of these sub-topics and
their influence upon the development of rail at the regional level. All of these sub-topics relate to
the basic driving question of how policy factors influence regional rail development in the case
study metros, and each are considered through the policy factor lens focused on institutional
arrangements, factors associated with governance, and factors in the policymaking process.
An early underpinning of this interest was a curiosity about urban American regions who
did not develop rail systems yet. In particular, it is based on wondering about regions where a
strong impetus for constructing rail, as well as public support for rail, has not borne a vision
which local agencies, elected officials, and voters support. Before exploring this curiosity, it
became necessary to first understand how rail is developed successfully, as well as what policy
factors contribute to its development. Much can be learned from reading publicly available
12

documents, local news articles and agency briefs regarding how visions and proposals have
unfolded and progressed. However, individual local experts and organizations possess immense
knowledge about these processes based on their intimate involvement with nuances over time.
Practitioners cannot always dedicate time to interviewing one another, or gaining insight from
lengthy dialogues about how events happened and are happening.
Intercommunication among regions can enable information-sharing that is supportive
and productive for future policy and citizen welfare. Yet even region to region communication is
often limited because regions have plenty to focus on within their own bounds. As a scholar, it is
worthwhile to dedicate time to listening to people who have experienced the development of
rail firsthand. By condensing and organizing responses from a series of conversations, key
takeaways and recommendations can be provided for other regions who have not built fixed
guideway rail at this point. This pursuit is the motivation for this research: a belief that the
individuals who participated in the development of rail systems are genuine knowledge-keepers,
and that listening to what they share is valuable for others within the field of transit and
transportation planning and policymaking.

1.3 Terminology used in this Research
Rail Fixed Guideway System
For the purpose of this research a rail fixed guideway system means “a public
transportation system that utilizes and occupies a separate right-of-way or rail for the exclusive
use of public transportation service” (Law Insider, 2020); more specifically, it includes “any light,
13

heavy or rapid rail system, monorail, inclined plane, funicular, trolley, streetcar or automated
guideway used primarily for carrying passengers” (Oregon Laws, 2020). For this research, Bus
Rapid Transit (BRT) is not included, because this research is focused on rail fixed transit guideway
systems; whereas many ‘fixed guideway system’ definitions include BRT, a ‘rail fixed guideway
system’ is non-inclusive of BRT. This is to ensure an analysis of rail within a region, as rail is a
more permanent infrastructure compared to flexible BRT. Although BRT often operates in a fixed
guideway, too, via a dedicated lane or corridor, it is less permanent; it is more flexible, allowing
for changes over time in both route and vehicles. For this reason, it offers less clarity in
projections of the future and less security for investors as to how future patterns of transit and
development will unfold. For succinctness, throughout this study, each use of the word rail is intended
to refer to Fixed Guideway Rail Transit specifically.

Metro (MSA: Metropolitan Statistical Area)
Additionally, as mentioned previously, the case study areas are based in five metropolitan
statistical areas (MSAs). These cases are frequently referred to as metros or case study regions
throughout this study for simplicity’s sake. The use of the term metro in this study is referring to
the MSA. Additionally, it is necessary to discern distinctions between discussions of the metro
versus the core cities. For example, the Phoenix metro refers to the MSA; whereas the CIty of
Phoenix refers to the city itself. Throughout this study, where the intention is to discuss the city
itself, “the City of” will precede the name. Discussions of the metro or region are always
intended to mean the metropolitan statistical area, broadly.
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TOD (Transit Oriented Development)
Another term which is discussed periodically in this study is Transit Oriented
Development, frequently referred to as TOD, both in this study and within the field of
transportation. The banner of TOD can be used to mean a range of nuanced aspects, but the
basic definition is usually maintained as a philosophical and practice-based approach to creating
sustainable, vibrant communities wherein urban development is concentrated around stations
for transit, supported by pedestrian infrastructure and land use regulations. The extreme
broadening of its meaning can be observed in the web site verbiage of the Transit Oriented
Development Institute itself wherein: “Transit oriented development is regional planning, city
revitalization, suburban renewal, and walkable neighborhoods combined” (TOD.org, 2021).
While this kind of meta-meaning is not untrue, for the purposes of this study, TOD and TOD
policies will be defined to mean: creating dense, walkable, sustainable places surrounding transit
stations. This frequently includes a consideration of how to incorporate housing, and sometimes,
it includes a consideration of how to incorporate affordable housing, in order to ensure that TOD
is serving those who most rely on public transportation.
Boomburbs
A Boomburb is a “a large, rapidly growing city in the United States that remains
essentially suburban in character, even as it reaches populations more typical of urban core
cities” (Lang and LeFurgy, 2007). Table 1.2 – Case Study Regions: Metropolitan Areas and
Boomburbs is provided to introduce the Boomburbs in each of the five MSAs which will be
incorporated as specific considerations in this research. Note that these cities are referred to
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interchangeably as Boomburbs or metropolitan suburbs throughout this research. The following
table provides additional information about the five case study MSAs. In particular, it provides
details about the corresponding Boomburbs, or metropolitan suburbs in each of the MSA case
study regions.
Table 1.2 Case Study Regions: Metropolitan Areas and Boomburbs

Region (MSA)

Population of
MSA 2019

Portland-VancouverHillsboro

2,492,412

Denver-Aurora-Lakewood

2,967,239

U.S. MSA
Rank by
Pop. 2019

Lead City
Population
2019

Boomburbs
Pop. 2019

Portland

Hillsboro

645,291

106, 543
Aurora 369,111
Lakewood
155,146

25
19

Denver
705,576

Riverside
Riverside-San BernardinoOntario

4,650,631

13

326,414
Phoenix

Phoenix-Mesa-Chandler

4,948,203

10
1.63 mm

San Bernardino
216, 089

Mesa 499,720
Chandler
252,692

Los Angeles
Los-Angeles-Long BeachAnaheim

13,214,799

2

3.97 mm

Anaheim
349,964

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau. (2019). Population and Housing Unit Estimates. Lang and Lefurgy, 2007. Boomburbs.
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1.4 Purpose of the Research
The purpose of pursuing an inquiry to address these questions is to broaden the
knowledge surrounding regional planning for fixed guideway rail, with an emphasis on the
contributing policy factors. Certainly, a basic level of knowledge about regional rail planning can
be gained from attention to years of news articles, documents from institutions, and historic and
current publications surrounding each system. However, the distinct additional knowledge
gained from local expert perspectives cannot be found in any written resource. Many aspects of
the regional rail planning experience are not recorded; these can only be explored by taking the
time to learn from those who were most intimately involved in the systems themselves.
The production of knowledge is a nuanced subject, and it is important to note that a part
of this study’s purpose is to consolidate and present knowledge that already exists in an
organized way. Local expert perspective contains opinion, insight, and factual remembrance that
simply may not be available in any other resource. This pursuit of knowledge is intended to
honor and integrate this nuanced information. The goal, broadly and overtly, is to collect
information that can inform policymakers and improve policy for the future. This goal is
connected to a goal of improving community experiences, quality of life, and transportation as a
whole.

1.5 Theoretical Framework and Metatheoretical Assumptions
The metatheoretical assumptions that underlie this research stem from constructivist,
conflict and critical theory. A constructivist view presumes that human development is socially
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situated and knowledge is co-created through interaction. Meaning, then, is a creative endeavor,
influenced by human values and perspectives. This differs from a positivist perspect which relies
on scientific evidence to ascertain the true nature of society. Although this study embraces
scientific thought, it assumes that some knowledge is shaped by human action, interaction,
thought and creativity. Further, it assumes that bodies of knowledge can co-exist and be in
conflict. This allows for the understanding of societal perspectives which are dissimilar, rooted in
values that diverge from one another, and can result in conflict within and among societies,
institutions and communities.
Conflict theory acknowledges power relations that underpin these interactions, noting
that disproportionate allocations of influence stem from these power relations, and this can
breed and be bred from conflict itself. This research assumes that alternative views within the
field of study are based upon a range of conflicts which are discussed in further detail during the
case studies and interviews. A metatheoretical assumption also initiates this inquiry as it
assumes that these imbalances of power can result in vulnerability and disadvantages for groups
of people. This reflects the theoretical stance of critical theory as it is willing to consider that
power structures may or may not be revealed, and that this can be both challenged and
critiqued.

1.6 Overview of Subsequent Chapters
This chapter provides an introduction to the key question, terminology, purpose and
goals of this study. This includes the curiosity that inspired the original research as well as the
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narrowing of the topic and the impetus for its refinement. Chapter 2, Literature Review, presents
a review of relevant literature including policy discussions about regional planning for transit,
governance, rail planning and its corresponding challenges. Chapter 3, Theoretical Framework,
focuses on the theoretical framework underpinning this work including conflict theory, neoinstitutionalism, and theories of collaborative governance. Chapter 4, Research Methods, gives
an in-depth outline of the research design and methods used in this research. These include
qualitative methods such as comparative case-study analyses, semi-structured interviews,
corresponding document analyses, and ultimately a triangulation of data among the cases.
Chapter 5, Comparative Metropolitan Case Study Analysis, is a discussion of the 5 comparative
case studies. Chapter 6, Qualitative Interview Findings and Triangulation, is focused on the
qualitative interviews and how these correspond to the case study data. Chapter 7, Implications
and Conclusion, is a thorough consideration of key takeaways, policy recommendations and
consideration for the future.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
The purpose of this chapter is to review scholarly literature about the development of
regional rail transit and policy factors related to this development. Because this literature is
broad with numerous niche areas, this review is curated to include specific subsets of the
literature: literature about policy factors, literature focused on pros and cons of rail systems, and
literature related to regional governance and transportation. Policy factors uses a lens focused
on: institutional arrangements, factors associated with governance, and factors in the
policymaking process. The policymaking process topics can include policy issues, the act of
policymaking, policy environments, implementation, analysis, as well as the institutional
arrangements that shape policy. This review of literature provides a foundation for this
dissertation research by outlining a range of current perspectives on policy factors in transit
planning. This dissertation research ultimately explores the policy factors which have shaped the
development of regional rail systems in five specific case study regions. To prepare for this, these
literature review topics establish a background for this research.

2.1 Policy Factors and Rail Transit
Policy scholars and experts on transportation have studied policy factors and rail transit
through multiple topics. These topics include the following specific policy issues: the multiple
levels of policymaking; the decline of mass transit; the role of transit as an alternative to traffic
congestion; the impacts of transit on the climate crisis and the energy crisis; the incorporation of
land use regulation with rail transit development; the role of budgeting and funding in rail
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transit; and whether rail transit is an economically viable pursuit. Each of these policy topics
contain a range of nuanced perspectives and rationale, eliciting both opinion and science. The
following paragraphs give an overview and synopsis of how each of these policy factors are
discussed in existing literature.
First, the policy factor of multi-layered governance and policy levels is represented in the
literature in fields of urban planning and transportation studies. Transportation policy, including
policy for transit, occurs through a multiple levels of governance simultaneously including:
overlapping local transit and housing ordinances among cities and counties; other local
regulations including land use regulation; state transportation policies via state departments of
transportation (DOT); and federal level policy creating transit funding and planning programs at
the state regional and local levels (Jones, 1985; Litman, 2007; Mallikarjun et al., 2014). At each of
these levels, circumstances are distinct from one region to another. The development of
programs related to transit, in particular, operate distinctly from state to state, and even from
metro to metro, based upon policy as well as the characteristics of the region such as
demographics, development patterns, land use, practices and means of transportation that
influence ridership. In the Journal of Public Transportation, Rivasplata et. al (2012) discuss the
challenges of interagency agreement and coordination for transit with a focus on how to balance
the stakeholder, operator, institutional and citizen interests. This topic is further discussed in a
latter section of this review, 2.3 Regional Governance and Transportation.
Another policy factor, the decline of mass transit, has been discussed in policy literature
from a range of viewpoints (Bianco, 1998; Cohen, 1988; Vance, 1986). Extensive street railway
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systems were in place in many of the larger cities prior to the beginning of the 20 th century.
Automobiles were introduced shortly thereafter, continuing to gain popularity and grow rapidly
after World War II. Many rail lines shifted from private to public ownership and most were
ultimately retired completely. According to Mohl and Rose (2012), in the Journal of Planning
History, “by the early 1970s, when the Interstate System was mostly completed, Congress
opened up the Highway Trust Fund for mass transit alternatives” moving investment even
further from rail transit into automobile transportation. Some policy analysis focuses on the rise
of automobility and the decline of mass transit, suggesting that the construction of urban
freeways destroyed mass transit, but there is alternate literature arguing that transit was in dire
straits long before the construction of the interstate system and continued freeway building
(Jones, 2008). Historically, some theorists posited responsibility for the decline on General
Motors, specifically, but other scholars have refuted this as a conspiracy theory, negating its
basis for consideration as a rationale (Bianco, 1998). For example, Jane Holtz Kay (1997)
published Asphalt Nation: How the Automobile Took over America and How We Can Take It Back,
pronouncing Ford, GM, and Chrysler the "trio [that] drove the era of excess and consumerism.”
Other literature acknowledges that mass motorization influences the decline of mass transit, but
it was not the sole, or even primary factor. In her article “Kennedy, 60 Minutes, and Roger
Rabbit: Understanding Conspiracy-Theory Explanations of The Decline of Urban Mass Transit,”
Martha Bianco (1998) describes this as a Conspiracy Myth intended to spur policy action by
suggesting a policy failure, and Bianco offers this alternative inquiry to her readers: “ What if the
enemy is not the supplier, but rather the consumer? What if, to paraphrase Oliver Perry, we
22

have met the enemy, and the enemy is us?.” Although mass transit has declined from the turn of
the 20th century, some scholars, such as Lane (2008) and Pucher (2002), have also observed a
light rail renaissance in more recent decades. More cities and regions continue to turn to this
infrastructure for a range of reasons, including the relief of traffic congestion and impacts on the
environment.
Rail transit may be a viable alternative to vehicular traffic in regions where congestion
has become untenable. Reducing congestion and improving travel times is a policy issue that
influences the quality of life and work in metropolitan areas; this affects regional planning
priorities, visions, and decisions. Scholars explore this topic in multiple ways. For example, in
2012, Bhattacharjee and Goetz use Vehicle Mile Traveled (VMT) data from 1992 to 2008 to
assess whether traffic congestion has been reduced in Denver, after light rail construction began
in 1994. Their study concludes that in all 3 rail corridors, congestion is reduced more in the
highway areas nearby; they do not suggest that congestion throughout the metro will be
reduced when Denver’s FasTracks program is implemented; rather, their study projects reduced
congestion on highways in the vicinity of rail (Bhattacherjee and Goetz, 2012). Chandler and
Hoel look at four isolated intersection scenarios to understand “the effects of light rail crossings
on average delays experienced by vehicles” and study variable traffic volumes and light rail
crossing frequencies (2004.) However, not all studies find congestion relief as a result of light rail
construction. In the Journal of Planning Education and Research, Giuliano, Chakrabarti, and
Rhoads find that “potential of light rail to reduce congestion is indeed limited, particularly in
high-demand areas such as the core of Los Angeles,” adding that it is “not a reason to abandon
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light rail projects. Rather, policymakers should remember that the fundamental purpose of light
rail investments is to promote transit use and increase person throughput across their service
corridors. Light rail can effectively contribute to urban mobility and accessibility even if it can’t
reduce traffic congestion” (2016).
Further, the “prolonged energy crisis, beginning in 1973, shattered most previously held
attitudes about the role of mass transit, [promoting it as] central to energy efficiency and
rational land use” (Vance, 1986). Climate factors have shaped both policy and public attitudes
about transit, but these still largely contain conflicting perspectives and thus lack of agreement.
A significant topic within the scholarly literature is how to incorporate land uses and
develop rail (Atkinson-Pallombo, 2010; Chakraborty and Sabyasachee, 2013). In the Journal of
Economic Geography, Devinson discusses the integrated development of land use and rail in
London; the author finds a positive relationship between population density and rail network
density (2008). In 2018, Chen identifies related considerations in China’s Pearl River Delta (PRD)
network, focusing instead on the inconsistencies between rail planning and land use, as well as
the lack of transit-oriented regional policy (Chen, 2018). A range of transit-supportive land use
policies, including policies for density, are considered in an empirical review of related literature
by Vessali in the Berkeley Planning Journal as early as 1996. In addition to the land use policies
directly factoring into rail transit development, institutional rhetoric and local narratives can also
impact policy related to transit and land use (Belzer, 2007; Blackman, 2002).
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Additionally, discussions about funding within the policy literature range from topics on
financial budgeting and forecasting. In his 1992 article, A Desire Named Streetcar Fantasy and
Fact in Rail Transit Planning, Don Pickrell criticizes, as he sees it, eight American cities who
developed “forecasts that led local officials … to advocate rail transit projects over competing,
less capital-intensive options - grossly overestimated rail transit ridership, and underestimated
rail construction costs and operating expenses” (Pickrell, 1992). The policy implications for this
level of forecasting misestimation can be immense, and because taxpayer investment is often a
factor, public opinion regarding financing and funding and related policies for transit are also
significantly discussed throughout the literature. Another area of literature about funding
focuses not simply on viability but extends to more theoretical consideration about whether
funding rail at all is economically worthwhile. Specifically, policy analysis is an area of literature
related to rail development which is particularly pertinent to this study. This can include analyses
of policy implementation, policymaking, proposed policy, or policy impacts.

2.2 Pros and Cons of Rail Systems
The subject of challenges, benefits, downfalls, and risks in developing regional rail are
examined from a range of perspectives throughout the academic literature - in multiple fields
including urban planning, urban governance, and public policy. This review incorporates such
studies that emphasizes the pros and cons of developing regional rail from a range of
perspectives. Arguments against rail can often be traced back to auto-centric mentalities and
resistances to investment costs, particularly where burden is borne by local sales or other taxes
as a base for support (Gomez-ibanez, 1985; Mieger, 2007; Morland, 1997). Arguments for rail
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have been posited from the perspective of land use planning to reduce congestion, increase
density, and promote more livable, transit-oriented development (Cervero, 1991; Mees, 2014;
Lewis-Workman, 1997). Cervero and Guerra (2011) explore urban densities and transit for
multiples perspectives, finding that “Increasing density around stations would greatly increase
ridership, particularly when jobs are located within one-quarter mile of the stations and housing
is located within one-half mile” (2011). T. Litman (2004) has evaluated the benefits of rail transit
in his book, Rail Transit in America: A Comprehensive Evaluation of Benefits. He also shares his
perspective on possible improvements in performance that could boost benefits, as well as
criticisms and his responses to those criticisms. Litman concludes that “well-established rail
transit systems have lower rates of traffic congestion, death, consumer expenditures on
transportation, average per capita vehicle ownership and annual mileage. Such cities also have
higher rates of per capita transit ridership and transit service cost recovery” (2004).
Gentrification is one impact of rail transit which is studied in the scholarly literature.
(Baker et al., 2019). The concept of gentrification emerged to mean “the transformation of a
working class or vacant area of the central city into middle class residential and or commercial
use;” it is a central research theme in many subdisciplines of urban social science (Lee et al.,
2008). In 2018, Badarka et al. test a “hypothesis of transit-induced gentrification” for the
Regional Transportation District’s light rail system in Denver, CO in the Journal of Transport
Geography. Their study “shows that the installation of a light rail station significantly increases
household income and housing values in neighborhoods up to one mile from the station”
(Bardaka et al., 2018). Alternatively, Hongwei Dong (2017) did not find enough evidence for “rail26

transit induced gentrification” in suburban Portland in his 2017 study, “Rail-transit-induced
gentrification and the affordability paradox of TOD”. When the concept of rising property values
is explored as gentrification, it is considered a negative implication that produces externalities
for vulnerable and middle-class populations, making areas near transit less affordable and less
likely to serve those who are perceived as needing it.
However, this same concept, viewed slightly differently, has been studied as a positive
impact of transit development, when viewed from an economic development standpoint.
Increased property values and tax revenue is an economic benefit for property owners and local
governments. Arguably, these benefits also produce positive impacts for the surrounding
community as new development is attracted and the area becomes a magnet for investment. In
the Urban Studies Journal, one article examines the impact of Phoenix’s light rail system, on the
formation of new firms in specific industries by identifying new business starts by sector (Credit,
2018). Findings revealed that some sectors were more likely than others to start anew near the
light rail with knowledges sector leading, then service, and retail. The pros and cons of this
aspect of rail development are being explored at the forefront of the scholarly literature and
confronted by practitioners in their communities.
One segment of this literature focuses on how to measure the impact of rail
economically. Economic impact is defined by scholars individually in a range of ways - for
example, how light rail impacts new business starts, as analyzed by Kevin Credit in the Urban
Studies journal (2018). Other authors have focused on how RFGS impact retail activity, the
capitalisation benefits, impacts on taxable property valuations, comparative costs to bus transit,
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or more general studies on their detriment or benefit economically (Grimaldi, 2014; Cervero,
1994; Landis et al, 1994; Morland, 1997; Topalovic, 2012).
Scholars have also focused exclusively on housing, particularly impacts on multifamily or
affordable housing, as well as how to regulate at the local level to create corresponding
ordinances that help maintain a housing and transit connection (Boarnet, 2001; 2011; Boarnet et
al. 2018; Ke et al., 2019; Gadzinski et al., 2016; Seo et al., 2014; Atkinson, 2010). This literature
contains articles about Transit Oriented Development (T.O.D.) and its societal role in creating
livable space. Rail has been analyzed for its relationship to livability, walkability, land use
planning, job creation, air pollution, traffic congestion, costs and solvency, gentrification, as well
as its value to vulnerable populations for transportation (Padeiro, 2019; Sahu, 2018; Ewing and
Hamidi, 2014; Guerra and Cervero, 2011).
In addition to the economic impacts of rail transit upon a community, the economic
aspects of funding the construction, maintenance and operation of a rail transit system are a key
consideration planning regionally. Funding a regional rail system is complex; it varies significantly
from one region to another based upon availability of support from state and federal
government as well as capital investment funds, among other sources. Additionally, projecting
the cost of funding for construction of rail transit is more of an art than a science to an extent
given that the costs of materials for construction can vary significantly overtime and greatly
impact the overall costs of building. This has become evident for example during the COVID-19
pandemic, as the costs of lumber and steel have increased significantly. It is already challenging
to attain funding for new transit infrastructure in general, but it is perhaps even more
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challenging to adequately attain funding for the operation and maintenance of a regional rail
system (Giancarlo et al., 2018).
A segment of literature emphasizes how light rail contributes to public health, both
through environmental benefits, such as air quality, as well as through physical activity and wellbeing (Jackson et al., 2004; Kimbell et al., 2013). Environmental analysis examines air pollution
reduction and corresponding reductions in vehicle miles traveled (VMT) which reduces carbon
footprints (Baron et al., 2011; Bhattacharjee and Goetz, 2012). This has potential implications for
global climate change and reducing the probability of extreme weather events. Public health
literature also explores walkability and mixed-use development as relates to transit; it
corresponds to health benefits from increased walking and reduced automobile usage including
both heart health and mental health from socialization (Creatore et al., 2018; Lachapelle et al.,
2011; ; Marshall et al., 2009; Smart, 2018; Wey et al., 2013).
Conflict can unfold when considering factors for the regional planning of rail. Many
regions throughout the country have envisioned potential rail systems, be that regionally or
along select corridors with limited service, as a possible solution to projected congestion or
current congestion as well as impacts from greenhouse gases. Of course, not all of these visions
have become realities; some of them lack support within their region from the citizenry in order
to gain ample funding and commitment from local agencies and jurisdictions. some have support
from the citizenry but for a variety of reasons, have still not manifested; this could be related to
power relations and imbalances in terms of what to prioritize with respect to transportation.
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2.3 Regional Governance and Transportation
The topic of governance and transportation are frequently explored together in academic
literature (Marsden and Reardon, 2017). By analyzing 100 papers related to policy in
transportation, Marsden and Reardon (2017) found that 2/3 of the articles did not engage with
“real-world examples or policymakers.” This study acknowledges this oversight and seeks to
incorporate the perspectives of practicing leaders in the field; this contributes to gaining
understandings of real-world examples which are not simply recorded in a book. Marden and
Reardon’s consideration of the dominant modes of inquiry in policy for transportation is
meaningful currently as they note the following:
[I]t is increasingly recognised that, as the range of challenges facing policy makers grows
and becomes more multi-level and cross-sectoral, decision-making becomes more
complex (Anderton, 2010; Banister et al.., 2012). Coupled with this are substantial
changes to the ownership and management of parts of the transportation system which
may be accelerating with the advent of new mobility services (Shaheen and Cohen,
2013). Such changes mean that policy is becoming less something ‘done by the state’ and
‘received by the system’ and instead increasingly something which is a complex
negotiation through networks of actors (Dudley and Richardson, 2000).
Logistics for development of rail transit do not end at jurisdictional boundaries; this makes the
issue more regional by nature and necessitates communication among communities, if not
collaboration. Collaboration, however, is not always easy based on conflicting priorities and
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balances of power. These subjects have been explored throughout scholarly literature from a
range of perspectives. These include the values of collaborative governance with respect to rail
transit planning in a region (Margerum, 2005; Sciara, 2017; Solof, 1998); challenges of
governance that emerge when implementing rail transit (Jonas et al., 2014; Margerum et al.,
2019; Weiner, 1999); and the unique accomplishments of specific regions in terms of transit and
governance. A particular challenge emerges with respect to governance and transit which is that
transportation authorities and commissions as well as metropolitan planning organizations
(MPOS) do not always have authority to implement policy directly (Solof, 1998). Scholarship has
also explored this subject from a range of angles including attention to funding disbursement in
reception; attention to the role of state government versus regional agencies; and attention to
the tension between jurisdictions and the regional agency or agencies.
Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) first emerged in the 1960s to pursue
transportation planning and contribute to decision-making with state highway departments
(Sciara, 2017). Since then, multiple federal legislative acts have shaped and reshaped the
purpose and activities of MPOs. These include the Federal Highway Act of 1962, Clean Air Act
Amendments of 1990 (CAAA), and the 1991 Intermodal Surface Transportation Act (ISTEA).
These levels of legislation and policy create layers of political framework within which the system
of transportation planning unfolds. Political frameworks are related to governance structure, yet
they are also distinct. Political frameworks may include policy constraints, social components of
culture, perspectives of the citizenry, histories of social action, as well as the demographic
conditions, political circumstances and local priorities.
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A scholarly lens of political frameworks incorporates contributing elements related to
institutional presence, including those which are technically non-governance. This could include
local activist communities, community organizations, advocacy coalitions or local boards and
non-profits (Enright, 2019). These types of groups can give greater context to the opinions,
perspectives, and political mindsets which influence the field of transit and transportation policy
locally. The concept of transit justice, discussed by Theresa Enright, lends itself to the political
framework lens, contributing a consideration of political agendas and social equity (2019).

2.4 Summary of Literature Review
Policy related to rail planning in United States regions is variant, distinct, and nuanced by
nature. Multifarious aspects contribute to each case of planning regionally, and policy scholars
have considered these aspects from a range of angles including governance perspectives,
environmental perspectives, and the perspectives of coalitions and citizenry. Theoretically, the
development of fixed guideway rail systems can be evaluated based on its ridership, its levels of
service, and its impact economically. This study may touch on more than one of these niches,
based on how individual experts consider their region’s priorities and experiences.
The decisions that arise in considering whether or not to develop rail can be contentious
(Cervero and Guerra, 2011). Because the rail might serve limited areas, use public funds,
deprioritize vehicular traffic, and change the urban landscape, it is a subject that is continually
rife with conflict. This conflict does not end when the rail system commences or if it is voted
down. Opinions continually arise about public transit, how it influences urban form, and how it
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affects urban economics and equity – even after the system is up and running or decided
against. This makes for a subject matter which is both intriguing and complex. Urban affairs
literature explores this conflict directly from more than one angle, including policy factors,
benefits versus risks and downfalls, and governance factors in transportation. This review has
given a general overview of literature that creates a foundation for and informs this dissertation
study. The next chapter will discuss the Theoretical Framework that supports this study.
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework
This dissertation research is supported by a range of theories in the fields of public policy,
sociology, urban affairs and planning. The two primary applied theories in this dissertation are
conflict theory and punctuated equilibrium theory; in addition, the study incorporates elements
of the advocacy coalition framework. More broadly, a few other theories also influence the study
without being directly analytical. These include neo-institutionalism, collaborative governance,
and pragmatic grounded theory. This chapter introduces each relevant theory and how it relates
to this research.

3.1 Punctuated Equilibrium Theory
Punctuated equilibrium theory allows for better understanding of change in social
systems, in this case, regions, as well as their component cities, counties, transit agencies, and
other transportation organizations. This theory also lends itself to better comprehension of
conflict as it relates to these systemic changes. It is by examining policy changes and related
conflicts that this theory can be applied; punctuated equilibrium describes long periods of stasis
punctuated by shifts that lead suddenly to significant changes (Baumgartner and Jones, 1993).
Frank Baumgartner and Bryan Jones first presented punctuated equilibrium theory in 1993,
acknowledging that policy changes happen incrementally, and are based on constraints in the
conditions that enable the changes. For this reason, punctuations in these conditions reveal
themselves naturally as conditions change, and at these, rarer, times, changes in policy can be
more abrupt and observable. Not all policy changes happen in this way, but consideration of this
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theory will be applicable to studying regional rail development and considering policy factors, as
will the corresponding theory of incrementalism. Figure 3.1 depicts a visual indication of both
punctuated equilibrium and its alternative, incrementalism.
Figure 3.1 Incrementalism vs. Punctuated Equilibrium in Policy

Source: Goodin, Ginger. Texas A&M Transportation Institute. Presentation at the 2014 Automated Vehicles Symposium, hosted
by TRB and AUVSI (July 16, 2014, San Francisco) Retrieved from https://www.slideshare.net/TTITAMU/goodin-avs2014v4 in
March, 2021.

Punctuated Equilibrium is a useful theory, but it may be an oversimplification, and it may
lack consideration of certain elements. For example, the line charted in a punctuated
equilibrium chart suggests a policy system, but it isn’t conscious of policy subsystems or how
multiple subsystems might filter into a primary system. Furthermore, it lacks a direct
consideration of crises or critical incidents, instead emphasizing focusing events. Figure 3.2
illustrates an expounded understanding of the system dynamics of policy change; Figure 3.2,
Overcoming Blind Spots in Punctuated Equilibrium Theory, provides more nuanced consideration
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of how to build upon punctuated equilibrium theory. This depiction illustrates crises and shocks
as filters of relevance that flow into a more singular system of policy which ultimately becomes a
focus for policy changes. This is one way of illustrating the idea that crises and emergencies can
unify subsystems, influencing changes for policy because of their relevance.

Figure 3.2 Overcoming Blind Spots of Punctuated Equilibrium Theory

Source: Fernandez et al., 2019. Policy Studies Journal. Overcoming some Blind Spots of Punctuated Equilibrium Theory.

Transportation policy affects multiple levels of government, citizens, agencies and
coalitions. The activity of transportation itself also influences the emergence and nature of the
built environment, and it affects both environmental and economic conditions. Some regions
may naturally have transportation constraints in the form of physical, economic, and
governmental conditions. For example, a region may contain an environmentally sensitive area;
a region may contain concentrated employment centers; and a region may contain multiple
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jurisdictions without a mutual governing body. From one region to another, the constraints are
myriad and distinct. All constraints in a region create conditions that influence policy changes.
A consideration of punctuated equilibrium theory allows for a comprehension of how
individual regions experience policy changes, and how these experiences differ from one region
to another. By incorporating critical incidents and crises, a model of the region’s policy
equilibrium over time can be presented with identifiable points of change, where the stasis
shifts, and incidents, crises, or focusing events precede such shifts. In this dissertation’s case
study analysis, this research considers critical incidents in reviewing the timelines of five regional
experiences in developing a rail system. Identifying critical incidents helps inform when
equilibrium within a region shifted, and what impacted this level of shift. In some cases, periods
of equilibrium and critical incidents may be influenced by conflicts within a region. This aspect of
regional rail development is explored through the lens of conflict theory.

3.2 Conflict Theory
Alongside equilibrium theory, this work is influenced by conflict theory. Conflict theory is
a materialist perspective of reality, a component of the 4 major paradigms of sociology (Turner,
2015). It is relevant to this research because it highlights power relations that create and
preserve the social order (Gallo, 2013; Galtung 2008). Conflict theory posits that social order is
maintained by conflict, domination and power. This theory was initially proposed by Karl Marx
and Georg Simmel, further developed by Lewis Coser and Ralf Dahrendorf, and continues to
evolve into modern day theorizing (Turner, 1975; Simmel 1908; 1956; Coser, 1956; Dahrendorf
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1957; 1958; Marx 1848; 1906). In this study, conflict theory is particularly related to the political
dimension of planning at the regional scale; any process of regional planning naturally contains
overlapping jurisdictions, and each jurisdiction has distinct priorities. These priorities can be
viewed through the political dimension of the region: how political attitudes range throughout,
how politics influences regional choices, and whether all voices are incorporated in the
outcomes of regional planning efforts. Within this political dimension, conflicts can arise and
present themselves as competitive attitudes, disagreement or stalemates in planning. The power
relations inherent in conflicts introduce another aspect of inquiry worth examining.
By considering conflict theory, regional planning disagreements can be explored as
possible reflections of power relationships. These power relationships may help perpetuate
unequal social conditions. Unequal social conditions can reaffirm the detriment of vulnerable
populations, amplify powerful voices, and/or silence the voices of other groups. Conflict theory is
an alternative to functionalism, pioneered by Emile Durkheim, which posits that all parts of
society are interrelated and serve a function to maintain society’s stability. Both theories
introduce ways of thinking about society and its underlying forces. Figure 3.3 summarizes the
distinctions between functionalism and conflict theory. Although these theories are not mutually
exclusive, they are not the same, so understanding the specificity of conflict theory can be found
by starting with the concept of functionalism.
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Figure 3.3 Functionalism vs. Conflict Theory
Theory

Functionalism

Description

Conflict Theory

All aspects of society are interdependent Due to the unequal distribution of
and serve a function for the stability of a resources, there is a perpetual class
society.
conflict in society.
All aspects are necessary for the survival This conflict between social classes will
eventually trigger social change.
of that society.

Pioneer

Emile Durkheim

Karl Marx

Source: Adapted from Upen Pediaa, “Difference between Functionalism and Conflict Theory.” Retrieved from
https://pediaa.com/difference-between-functionalism-and-conflict-theory/ December, 2019.

The role of the political dimension in planning is discussed throughout the field of
governance and urban planning, as exemplified through critical evaluation in the book Politics
and Conflict in Governance and Planning: Theory and Practice in 2019 (Eraydin and Frey, 2019).
Much of this dissertation examines the political dimension of regional transportation planning,
which is inclusive of both conflict and collaboration. An attentive review of the political
dimension in planning requires a focus on equilibrium, conflict, and the participants in these
processes, such as coalitions, networks, agencies, and individuals. This focus is strengthened by a
consideration of collaborative governance theories and the advocacy coalition framework.

3.3 Equilibrium, Change, and Networks
In any policy environment, the timing of punctuated equilibrium can be credited to a
range of contributing factors. Rather, the punctuation of equilibrium is related to more than
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simply the passage of time; for example, policy networks are an influence that can shape both
the stasis and change explained through punctuated equilibrium. Considering the role of policy
networks can help clarify how punctuations of equilibrium happen; further, a study of policy
networks might suggest why shifts happen when they do. There is a relationship between policy
networks and the coalitions that first advocate for specific policies based on their own values and
beliefs. Consideration of these networks and coalitions can help inform a sensitizing scheme in
this research to better orient the reader to the processes at play in regional planning for transit.
To develop a sensitizing scheme, for understanding the progression and evolution of policy
related to regional rail fixed guideway transit, this dissertation incorporates the Advocacy
Coalition Framework (ACF) by studying policy networks and their role in Punctuated Equilibrium
theory. In particular, the study consider how institutions are defined and arranged within a
region to develop regional plans and plan for transportation including rail transit. This
incorporates reflections on collaborative governance,
The ACF is a framework based upon coordinated bodies of organized individuals who
operate within a mutual belief system (Jenkins-Smith et al., 1994; 2014; Roberts et al., 1994).
The actors within the ACF include like-minded stakeholders, policy makers, activists, legislators,
advocates, and a range of other players in the field. Use of ACF can clarify the relationships,
beliefs, and networks at play in each case study region; for example, the relationships among
institutions locally and non-locally can be studied and examined as reflections of mutual belief
systems, where relevant. This can then accompany the Punctuated Equilibrium Theory to
observe how change in public policy unfolds over time (Sabatier, 1993; Weible et al., 2018.) For
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this study, a study of policy networks is primarily considerate of agencies, governments,
organizations and coalitions which play a primary role in the development of regional rail.
Collaboration, relationship constraints, and institutional operations will inform this work is it
considers the networks of transportation organizations, transit departments, cities, agencies,
metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs), regional planning and transit authorities and
related advocacy organizations.
The nature of the institutional arrangements among such organizations can be translated
to depict a network of influences who work simultaneously toward specific policy interests and
goals. Goals for a region can be divergent, shared, or conflicting throughout a network.
Additionally, the components of a region’s policy network can also change over time, comprised
of new entities as agencies evolve or organizational purposes shift. Applying the ACF to clarify
how networks influence policy in each region will be a part of the analysis in this research. It also
allows for a reflection upon the values and beliefs underlying various groups. One aspect which is
considered in studying regional planning is the aspect of collaborative governance, helping
depict how agencies work together, or don’t, within a region. Instances of collaborative
governance can reveal multiple policy factors, as can a lack of collaboration, comprehended
through specific conflicts and events that disrupted or prevented the establishment of a
collaborative network. These feed into an understanding of the punctuations in policy
equilibrium.
This research relies and builds upon theories of institutionalism overlapping with theories
of collaborative governance. Social institutionalism focuses on cultures of institutions, including
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questions of legitimacy of organizations and their participants; more recently, new or neoinstitutionalist theory emphasizes the effects of constraints and rules on both group and
individual behavior (Nee, 1998). This theory is based on how political behavior is shaped by
institutional constraints; neo-institutional theory posits that both institutional frameworks and
culture should be analyzed when examining policymaking and its associated political
environments (Cairney, 2012; DiMaggio, 1998). Related, Ansell and Gash propose collaborative
governance as “a new form of governance has emerged to replace adversarial and managerial
modes of policy making and implementation,” and that this form of governance emerges when
“collaborative forums focus on “small wins” that deepen trust, commitment, and shared
understanding” (Ansell and Gash, 2008). Looking at collaborative governance while considering
neo-institutionalism broadens understanding while studying regional planning of transportation.
Within the field of rail transportation, Pulido et al. study the institutional set-up and
governance of urban rail; their Urban Rail Development Handbook identifies “trade-offs among
different institutional and governance organizational structures for the implementation and
operation of urban rail systems” (Pulido et al., 2018). These trade-offs shape the long-term
viability of institutions and operations of rail transit. By analyzing the arrangement of institutions,
it is possible to consider how they create constraints and/or opportunities. Related, theories of
new or neo-institutionalism are related to this study’s most foundational aspects - as identified
by Douglass North (Bates 2012; North 2005). Neo-institutionalism was North’s attempt to
integrate an institutional theory with a theory of economics; namely, he includes institutions as a
critical constraint, “modeling the political process as a critical factor in the performance of
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economies” (North, 1993). Further, North observes the formulation of institutions as a way to
reduce uncertainty; his emphasis on frameworks and culture overlaps with theories of
collaborative governance (Ansell and Gash, 2008). This dissertation will reflect on the
formulation, structure, and arrangements of agencies and organizations as institutions; it will
examine how they are collaborating or in conflict, and how it is influential in policy. To explore
this topic, this research uses qualitative interviews with leaders in the development of regional
rail. The methods for this process are explained further in Chapter 4.

3.4 Pragmatic Grounded Theory
Last, pragmatic grounded theory influences this research without being directly
analytical. In general, grounded theory is a systematic qualitative research approach in the social
sciences; in particular, it supports scholars who are building theoretical foundations as a part of
their process (Glaser, 2002). Grounded theory research is not ‘building a theory’ in its entirety;
instead, it is observing patterns in the collection of data. These patterns are intended to shape
foundations of thought which can inform future research, and possibly be assistive in theory
formation later, if the data suggests a new theoretical observation. For this dissertation,
grounded theory also has relevance to the development of sensitizing concepts (Bowen, 2006).
Sensitizing concepts emerge from research data as constructs that emphasize specific features
of social interaction. For this study, sensitizing concepts emerge from the research participants’
perspectives, gathered through the interview process. Figure 3.2 presents types of analytical
schemes; it highlights the differences between a sensitizing scheme and a naturalistic scheme. A

43

sensitizing scheme interprets events in terms of categories with looser and more flexible
connections between these conceptual categories (Martindale, 1960).

Figure 3.4 Types of Analytical Schemes

Source: Martindale, Don. (1960) The Natural of Sociological Theory, Chapter 1 p 15. Houghton-Mifflin.
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Grounded theory also emphasizes data analysis as a synthesis of experience. Building
upon theory using grounded principals influences the development of effective methods for this
work (Charmaz, 2014; Glaser and Strauss, 1967). In grounded theory, “data collection and
analysis proceed simultaneously, and each informs and streamlines the other…[;additionally, it]
leads researchers to examine all possible theoretical explanations for their empirical findings”
(Bryant et al., 2007).

3.5 Summary of Theoretical Framework
As described in this chapter, the most relevant theories to inform this work are
Punctuated Equilibrium Theory and Conflict Theory. These theories are useful tools for studying
policy factors in regional governance and rail development. This study particularly considers
punctuated equilibrium through the identification of key incidents during a timeline of rail
development in each of five case study regions; the identified key incidents indicate moments of
pivotal influence on the rail system, moments at which, perhaps, policy change unfolded. The
timelines for each case study region are presented at the end of Chapter 6 in the Qualitative
Analysis. Conflict theory is applied throughout the study as regional dynamics and power
relations are considered and examined for specific influences. In addition to conflict theory and
punctuated equilibrium theory, the theories of neo-institutionalism and pragmatic grounded
theory both shape this study in broad ways without being directly analytical. In particular,
pragmatic grounded theory is relevant to the methods chosen for this research. Altogether, this
theoretical framework helps clarify sensitizing schemes and orients concepts in relationship to
one another within and among the five case study regions
45

As a topic of study, the consideration of policy factors in regional rail development is both
general and context-specific. The concepts that emerge from this study originate from a limited
scope study based within the five case study regions; yet, their applicability can be meaningful
for geographies beyond the scope of this study. For the case study regions, the policy factors will
be based in local circumstance, policymaking environments, governance structures, regulation
and formal legislation. Not all of these will be identical among the cases, but some will be shared.
Furthermore, not all factors will be mutually identical, but the challenges encountered as part of
the policies can be general and comprehensible for other case regions and beyond. The specifics
of these factors are considered in more depth through the qualitative analysis. Although an
exploration of more geographic regions would, of course, merit its own research design, it could
be informed by this study; so too, can the practice of planning for regional rail henceforth, to the
extent contextual circumstances in other regions merit mutual applicability with any of these five
cases.
In the following chapter, Chapter 4: Methods, this study’s qualitative research methods
are outlined in detail to describe more about how regional rail planning and corresponding policy
factors will be explored in this study.
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Chapter 4: Methods
4.1 Rationale for Qualitative Methodology
The value of qualitative research is shaped by its sources of data. To collect data for a
qualitative study, more than one source of evidence is considered; for this study, these sources
include publicly available documents, interviews and observations. This study is pursued using a
qualitative approach because it is exploratory; findings are not strictly cause and effect based.
Rather, the work here is to gain knowledge from those most intimately involved in a process,
about the nuances of the policy factors encountered in developing a regional rail system. From
this knowledge, considerations can be made about these factors and how they might inform
potential recommendations for future policy, including recommendations for policies in regions
without a rail system yet.
This research explores the policy factors shaping the development of regional rail transit
as well as the associated perspectives of local experts in the regions including observations of
rhetoric. Public policy can be classified as “a mediation of material and rhetorical forces” (Asen,
2010). This presumes that rhetoric has “constitutive power,” that it can establish and enact,
constructing events or policy itself (McErrow, 1989). In the field of transit, at the regional level,
some policy factors may be influenced by rhetoric. In particular, the material forces of money
and institutional arrangements can be evaluated when considering how to situate rhetoric in
public policy and vice versa (Asen, 2010). Rhetoric is not the only factor shaping policy in regional
rail development; public opinion, historic policies, and community needs all come into play. Even
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still, these are not an exhaustive list. This study seeks to identify the factors that contribute to
regional rail development and its surrounding policymaking environment. The primary
qualitative methods include a comparative case study analysis and a semi-structured interview
analysis.
Comparative case studies involve the “analysis and synthesis of similarities, differences
and patterns across two or more cases that share a common focus or goal in a way that
produces knowledge” (Goodrick, 2014). In urban and regional studies, comparative studies are
“necessary to inform policy makers on alternative policy approaches when facing similar societal
problems” (Krehl and Weck, 2020). Although these case studies will not result in universally
generalizable conclusions, the study will serve to create knowledge and allows for further
consideration of “how and why particular programs or policies work or fail to work” (Goodrick,
2014). Some authors criticize comparative case studies, disappointed by their lack of rigid
explanatory value (Kantor & Savitch,2005; Pierre,2005), arguing that “a comparative analysis
cannot achieve its potential in exploring, clarifying and explaining specific phenomena across
countries and regions without a robust and rigid analytical framework”(Krehl and Weck, 2020).
However, other perspectives emphasize not using a universal yardstick of generalizability to
measure the value of comparative case studies (Hart, 2002). Figure X offers a summation of
traditional versus recent epistemological starting points in theorizing comparative case study
research. From the same source, Doing Comparative Case studies in Urban and Regional Studies:
what can be learned from practice,” the authors conclude to conduct a meaningful comparative
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case study, the author should be transparent about the purpose and the level of generalizability,
and should offer clarity about the bases for comparison (Krehl and Weck, 2020).

Figure 4.1 Epistemological Starting Points in Theorizing

Source: Krehl and Weck, 2020. Krehl, A. and Weck, S. (2020) Doing comparative case study research in urban and regional
studies: what can be learnt from practice?, European Planning Studies, 28:9

This research uses qualitative methods to prepare comparative case studies supported by
a series of qualitative interviews with local experts including officials or staff of local government,
policymakers, practitioners, and other leaders in the field. The basis for comparison for this
study’s cases are the policy factors and associated themes that emerge from document analysis,
interviews, and corresponding qualitative analyses. Following the interview process, methods
include: triangulation of data (document analyses of news articles, online sources, collateral and
marketing materials, along with coding interview responses), to establish mutual or conflicting
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themes among interviewees. These themes will act as sensitizing concepts to orient the study
around policy factors, processes and interrelations which shape the local transit fields.
In addition to identifying thematic sensitizing concepts to give an understanding of
forces at play in context, a supplemental tool called process tracing can be incorporated to
identify key incidents within each region’s rail development timeline. Process tracing “is a
fundamental tool of qualitative analysis” which can “contribute decisively both to describing
political and social phenomena and to evaluating causal claims,” as an essential form of withincase analysis (Collier, 2011). Process tracing as a strategy of qualitative analysis can summate
information in what would otherwise be a lengthy narrative of events. It gives researchers an
opportunity to create a timeline, with sequences of events, which allow for a characterization of
a process and its component key steps along with critical incidents in the process.

Research Questions
This study seeks to explore the following 3 questions. These guide the methods and
research design.
(1) What policy factors influence the development of regional rail?
(2) How do these factors differ among the case study regions? How do institutional
arrangements, governance and policymaking differ among the cases?
(3) What policy recommendations can be drawn from the five case study regions and the
specific perspectives of their regional leaders in rail development?
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4.2 Case Study Description
The five cases selected for study were chosen based on the diversity of aspects of the
regions. The foremost consideration is that the region has built a regional fixed guideway rail
system. This is important because the inquiry for this research is tailored to understand the
policy factors involved in developing a regional rail system. While it would certainly be of value to
engage regions who have not developed rail systems, it would depart from the focus of this
research question. This choice was made intentionally to create clarity of purpose and avoid
studying more than is feasible to accomplish within a single dissertation. Finding out why regions
have opted not to build a system would necessitate a unique set of interview questions, studies,
and approaches. This kind of inquiry would be a valuable follow-up to this research btu is not
within the scope of the current study.
In addition to the development of a regional rail system, each of the metros included has
a population approaching 1 million or greater. Again, this choice is intentional in order to
examine regions with large populations to serve and consider. After curating the set to include
only the 14 metros with populations above 1 million, the specific five metro cases were chosen
to study a sampling of smaller to larger metros: from Portland metro with a population of 2.5
million to Los Angeles metro with a population of 13.5 million. Both Riverside and Los Angeles
were included in order to consider the combined interests and priorities of adjacent metros. For
the bounds of this study, at the scale of a single dissertation, creating a case analysis of more
than five regions would have simply not allowed for an ample in-depth inquiry which would have
diluted the value of the research. Studying more metros with less depth was decided against in
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the interest of studying fewer metros in greater depth. Future research could certainly follow
this study to continue learnings from other metros.
To clarify and summate the systems in each city, a few items will be prepared as
illustrative informational references:
● Summaries of each city’s regional rail system describing features such as miles of
track, stations, lines, ridership and other statistics as available
● A representation of each city’s key incidents over time as the light rail system was
considered, voted on, and adopted or vetoed (prepared using process tracing
method, incorporating material from interviews)
● A description of the key institutions within the regional planning for
transportation field in the metro

4.3 Interview Overview
A range of players contribute to any policymaking environment in a metropolitan area.
These players include institutional leaders, staff, elected officials, as well as local advocacy
coalitions and the citizenry. Selecting interviewees for this project will employ Purposeful
Sampling to identify which stakeholders can provide the most direct accounts of the critical
incidents in each city (Suri, 2011). Interviews will be designed to gain an overview of how local
experts organize information about the challenges they have encountered; in particular,
interviews will serve to consider how this information relates to policy. Institutional frameworks
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and collaborative processes, or lack thereof, can create supportive arenas for progressive
change; or these can paralyze forward movement in a policy area.
No transit system is built without legislative context. All urban transit for light rail is
created in a policy environment with national, state, and local conditions. Yet a cursory read of
existing policy itself can be laden with legalese and may shroud the actual lived experience of the
policy in action. The nuances of these conditions are often left unexplored in academic research
for the sheer reason that complexity abounds; yet, the value of each local expert’s individual
experience can be meaningful for policymakers and community members in other cities. For this
reason, the interviews will be designed to provide questions that encourage only semistructured style. Interviews will include a consistent series of 6-10 open-ended questions about
which the interviewees can respond freely in a conversational manner. Their choice of emphasis
will reveal insight into challenges, perceived successes, perceived failures, lesser known aspects
of strengths/weaknesses locally, as well as how adjacent cities are perceived and what has been
learned from neighboring regions.
Interviewees will be selected based on document analysis to identify representatives of
expertise from the key local transit organizations, from local community leadership, and based
upon guidance from other experts based on a snowball method. The interview questions will be
refined during the initial research stage to ensure their precise wording is aligned with best
practices; how the questions are posed and in what order can influence the ability to ultimately
produce useful material for analysis. A goal in interviewing local experts is to attain information
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for a range of policy recommendations, as well as to learn how the region’s local and non-local
conditions shaped challenges.
The following questions guided each of the interviews. During the interview, as subtopics arose, some dialogue emerged about topics the interviewees felt were meaningful to
share. Interviewees were encouraged to share any information they felt would be of value to this
study, regardless of how it fit with these precise questions.
1. Could you provide your version of a brief history of your light rail system?
2. Based on your history, could you identify 3 (or more) critical moments in this
timeline? i.e. which events were most pivotal, and how/why?
3. How in your opinion did your region’s local institutional network contribute to the
challenges which unfolded? Your response can reflect both positive and/or
negative contributions.
4. How, if at all, did you perceive the role of non-local institutions in your light rail
system’s development? This could include the role of other regions, the role of
state level entities, or federal agencies or directives. (Feel free to expound on that
set of suggestions.)
5. Could you share your perspective on the value of light rail to your community?
6. How can local governance and policy support or hinder the possibility for rail?
7. What are your region’s strengths and weaknesses from your perspective?
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Process Tracing and Framework Analysis
Process tracing, at its core, is a kind of detective work which ultimately provides
sequential description, first requiring in-depth inquiry resulting in descriptive analysis. It aids in
charting a policy implementation journey in a temporal, spatial way (Joss, 2021). A common
challenge in policy analysis is that data are not readily available in an integrated or
comprehensive format; instead, fragmented data can be found, and in this data a complicating
hybridization happens as “national policy becomes enmeshed with local policy” and activity (Kay
and Baker, 2015; Joss, 2021). Often, process tracing is reliant on publicly available information,
but in this study, it is supplemented with interview data in order to make more complete sense
of the processes unfolding in each case study region.
A framework analysis is a common method in policy analysis. Although this dissertation is
not inquiring in-depth into policies, it is charting and coordinating information about how
policies unfolded over time, and what the perceived impacts of these policies were. Framework
analysis allows for - This method allows for the identification of thematic frameworks as they
emerge from the data. Additionally, it involves indexing, or locating portions of data which
correspond to a particular theme. In this case, the transcribed interviews are reviewed and
content is indexed based on identified emergent themes. Framework analysis is useful because it
allows for within-case and between-case analysis;
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4.4 Summary of Methods
In summary, this study conducts a comparative metropolitan case study complemented
by semi-structured qualitative interviews with regional leaders who participated in the local
development of rail transit. The research focuses on five case study regions in the Mountain
West and Pacific West United States. The following chapter will provide detailed information
about the comparative metropolitan case study, the primary foundation upon which the
qualitative analysis is built and triangulated with interview data.

4.5 Limitations of the Research
This research is intended to spark further inquiry into the nuances of planning for
regional rail; to consider how policymaking contexts shape this planning process; and to highlight
the perspectives of leaders who participated in regional rail development in five case study
regions. It is not intended to result in causal conclusive evidence, nor is it intended to be
generalizable to all American regions. This study provides takeaways which may have
commonalities in relevance for circumstances in various regions, based on the qualities of their
institutional arrangements and policymaking contexts. This research has limitations by nature in
its qualitative inquiry. For instance, the subject matter is fluid, due to the everchanging nature of
the contexts of transit policy and planning arenas.
The first limitation of this research is geographic. Elements of consideration shift from
place to place, and this research is focused on the Pacific and Mountain West regions of the
United States. Even in the applicable regions who may consider value in this study, described in
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the final chapter in detail, it may be only some of the case regions presented here whose
challenges and successes really resonate with specific examples. Beyond those regions, outside
of the United States, policymaking environments do not necessarily share the same higher-level
qualities (i.e. federal, state or similar), much less maintain similar regional or local
considerations. While this does not make the research value-less elsewhere, it creates a
limitation which is here noted upfront as acknowledged.
Another limitation of this research is related to scale. Planning for regional transit will
differ from metro to metro, of course, based upon a broad range of influences and qualities.
Scale plays into this series of distinctions in multiple ways. For example, the scale of a region
itself is relevant; the scale of the system of transit is relevant; the scale of programs as
implemented (i.e. short corridors or big expansions) is relevant; and most certainly, the scale of
governance is relevant. Methods for this work have been developed with these limitations in
mind so as to be conscientious of their implications and examine data accordingly.
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Chapter 5: Comparative Metropolitan Case Study
This comparative metropolitan case study explores the five case study regions by
organizing corresponding observations about each rail system’s development. These
observations include key economic, demographic and geographic data about how the region has
changed over time. Additionally, this section provides introductory timelines with key incidents
in each region that contribute to a comprehensive understanding of how each region developed
a rail system. As this case study data is triangulated with the qualitative interview data, a clearer
narrative emerges about what influenced the developments of the rail systems and what
incidents were critical over time. As part of the overall methodology for this work, the
comparative case study is combined with the qualitative interviews, the process tracing method,
and the framework analysis. This case study facilitates foundational understandings of five
metros that have developed rail fixed guideway systems in the Pacific West and Mountain West
regions of the United States. It provides information about each of the five metros individually to
help introduce the qualitative interviews analysis. Additionally, it identifies mutual and
contrasting themes among these regions.
The case study metros are described using the Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSA)
definitions from the 2019 U.S. Census Bureau population estimates; it is relevant to note that
these MSA names change over time and will continue to change as the identities of the principal
cities evolve. The five case study regions included in this research include the following MSAs:
Denver-Aurora-Lakewood, Phoenix-Mesa-Chandler, Los-Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim, Portland58

Vancouver-Hillsboro, and Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario. These regions are all metropolitan
areas with a population of greater than 1 million in the larger regions of the Mountain West and
Pacific West West.
Throughout this dissertation, the metropolitan statistical areas are used as a basis of
study. All abbreviated references to these MSAs such as ‘metro’ imply the entire MSA. For
example, in succeeding chapters, ‘the Denver metro’ is intended to specify Denver-AuroraLakewood MSA; Phoenix metro is short for Phoenix-Mesa-Chandler MSA, etc. Where the lead
city is discussed independently, this research will use the City of Phoenix, City of Denver, City of
Los Angeles, etcetera, to differentiate that discussion from the metros.
Additionally, these five metros contain distinct suburban phenomena, developed by Lang
and Lefurgy in 2007, known as Boomburbs (Lang and Lefurgy, 2007). The Boomburbs in these
regions were significantly influenced by the development of rail in their region. These include:
Chandler, AZ; Mesa, AZ; Tempe, AZ; San Bernardino, CA; Rancho Cucamonga, CA; Orange, CA;
Anaheim, CA; Lakewood, CO; Aurora, CO; and Hillsboro, OR. A Boomburb is an incorporated
place with a double-digit growth rate between census decades (1970-2000), with a population
larger than 100,000 residents, in one of the largest 50 U.S. metropolitan areas. It cannot be the
core city of the MSA.
Table 1.2 introduced the five case study metros by presenting their total populations as
of 2019 from the U.S. Census Bureau. Additionally, the table presents each metro ranking in
population size; the name and population of the lead city in the MSA; and the name and
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population of any metropolitan suburbs, Boomburbs, in the region. This table and the case study
as a whole is presented in order of scale by population of the MSA from smallest to largest MSA.
Note that Riverside metro and Los Angeles metro occupy a large Combined Statistical Area (CSA)
and thus share a mobility network to some degree; considerations for the shared economies of
the Riverside and Los Angeles metro are also discussed as part of this case study, but the metros
are considered distinct from one another for the purposes of this case study. This is because
there are some aspects of overseeing the regional transportation systems which are not entirely
shared.
The following sections outline observations for each of the case study regions based
upon primarily upon a document analysis based in publicly available data. In addition to
reviewing documents and literature, the author was able to visit 3 of the metros before the
Covid-19 pandemic, but health concerns related to air travel prevented in-person observations
of the built environment for Riverside metro and Portland metro. Table 5.1 summates the
primary sources of data reviewed to build the contents for these metropolitan cases. Following
this chapter, a qualitative interview analysis is provided to supplement each of these case study
observations and broaden the understandings of each case. At the end of that chapter, a visual
representation of a timeline of critical incidents for each region is provided. The timelines clarify
the unfolding of each rail system’s development and key policy factors. In addition to scholarly
literature in peer-reviewed journals, and book-length studies of the regions, all publicly available
documents within the 5 case study regions were reviewed in depth prior to the interview
process. Table 5.1 provides a brief summary of the documents which were reviewed as part of
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the preparation for this study. Within this chapter, a section is provided for each of the five case
study metros with information gathered to understand the general history and policy
information within each case.

Table 5.1 Document Analysis of Publicly Available Data
Publicly Available Data

No. of Documents

Types of Documents

Institution and
Agency Web Sites

35 (This number refers
to downloadable
documents with
relevance which were
reviewed extensively);
in addition, at least 30
local agency web sites
were reviewed
extensively

Meeting Minutes, Public
Briefs, Agency Archives,
Formal publications by
local Agencies, Agency’s
general Web Site Content,
Government deliverables,
urban plans,
transportation plans,
publicly available budgets

Newspaper Archives

15 primary news
publications,
(exploration of
numerous articles in
the archives relevant to
each case study region)

City and regional
newspapers within each
metro, National news
coverage of metro
specific info related to
transit

5.1 Case Study Region #1: Portland-Vancouver-Hillsboro
The Portland-Vancouver-Hillsboro metro has an estimated population of 2.49 million as
of 2019; Portland, the city itself, is currently the 26th largest city in the United States (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2019). Pivotal decisions made in the 1970s and 1980s built foundations for what
now includes: a thriving light rail network, a streetcar network, commuter rail and an aerial tram.
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In 1973, Oregon adopted a highly specific urban growth boundary indicating local governments
to identify a boundary to contain development. As a result, Portland has a clear edge and a
livability strategy based in transit. Also in the 1970s, TriMet was funded by an employer payroll
tax, chosen by the board among seven tax options. This:
selection of a payroll tax set TriMet apart from all other transit districts in the country. As
a tax unlike any other regional tax, it did not compete with other claims for public sector
revenue, as a sales tax might in other regions. (Oregon is one of five states without a
statewide general sales tax.) The payroll tax, however, would prove to be sensitive to
economic downturns, as TriMet would learn in 1984 and again in 2008 (Selinger, 2019).
Portland “redesigned its network in the 1980s, and today rail and bus work together in a
frequent grid and share the downtown transit mall,” (Spieler, 2018). The MAX light rail network
includes 6 radiating lines from downtown toward the edges of the metro in most directions.
Figure 5.1 is a visual graphic, provided by TriMet, the region’s transit agency, of a map of the rail
network. It offers a high level overview of the system. Figure 5.2 supports this reference with a
map of the region.
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Figure 5.1 MAX Rail Network, Portland Metro

Source: TriMet. (2020) Retrieved from the TriMet web site at www.trimet.org in April, 2020.

Figure 5.2 Map of Portland region

Source: Windows Maps. (2020) Microsoft Corporation maps publisher.

For the Portland region, as compared to others, it is important to underscore that
throughout this study, the word metro (lowercase) is not the same usage as the word Metro,
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capitalized. The Portland metro refers to the metropolitan statistical area, as a region. Whereas
Metro, in Portland, is also the name of the regional government itself, in the region. The regional
government Metro is also the metropolitan planning agency (MPO) in the region, who manages
growth and planning, in addition to serving other metropolitan service provisions (i.e. solid waste
management, regional parks, the zoo, and the convention center, to name a few.) The regional
governing body Metro is a rare form of institution in the United States. Metro exacts more
authority than most regional agency groups working toward urban growth planning and
governance broadly in the U.S. Throughout this section of the research, when the word metro is
used in this chapter without the capitalization, it is intended to refer to the MSA; whereas Metro,
capitalized, will indicate the regional governing body.
Portland’s early commitment to regional planning reflected a need to coordinate and
plan comprehensively, but that was not the only motivation; it also came from a “desire to
deliver regional services under regional management,” (Abbott, 1991). In addition to their
concern with service delivery, Portland metro’s establishment of “urban growth boundaries
guided private developers to infill development in urban centers and high-capacity transit
corridors by limiting land supply in fringe areas” (Dong, 2016). This metro’s commitment to
regional planning at an early stage remains noticeable in its form and function today, and
frequently, scholars study Portland’s urban planning history to better understand regional
collaboration. Still, Portland’s successes were not won without tension, as Carl and Margery
Abbott observe in their research, “History of Metro”:
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The shape and functions of regional government have been influenced by tensions
between Portland and the other cities, service districts, and counties in the Portland area.
The careers of the Metropolitan Planning Commission, Columbia Regional Association of
Governments, and Metro have all been affected by distrust of the power and influence of
the city of Portland (Abbott, 1991).
The Abbotts’s statement refers to the existence of Metro, as a regional governing body, and its
relationship to the principal city of Portland and other interested institutions in the region.
Achieving ample consensus to pursue collaborative governance formally in their region
introduced challenges because local governments had to relinquish some aspects of their
authority to Metro; significantly, in 1990, Portland's voters gave “Metro the legal authority to
require local governments to change their plans and zoning codes to be consistent with Metro's
adopted regional framework plans” (Arrington, 1996). This level of legal authority is one of the
rarities of Metro’s governance model. Regional planning collaboratives throughout the country
strive to manage growth and plan without this level of authority, with varying levels of success
and conflict.

Transit Systems and History
Transit systems in Portland metro include the following: Tri-Met’s light rail, commuter rail
and frequent bus; Portland Streetcar’s municipal streetcar; the municipal Portland aerial Tram;
and the C-Tran frequent bus system. Figure 5.2 provides a glimpse of the on-street transit in
Portland, OR. Portland also operates a regional commuter rail, WES, The “15-mile West Side
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Express commuter rail” (West Side Express, 2020). Ridership on the WES commuter rail declined
from 2017 to 2018; it carried less than 1,600 trips per day, connecting “southwestern suburbia
to light rail,” (Spieler, 2018; Oregon Live, 2018). Since then, the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic
has affected ridership levels of all the of transit systems in Portland metro. Figure 5.5, Covid-19
Impact on Ridership offers a visual for the decline ridership related to the pandemic; this chart is
supplemented by Table 5.3 which indicates ridership levels pre-pandemic.

Figure 5.2: Image of Portland Transit

Source: Wired.com image retrieved from https://www.wired.com/2009/11/portland-trimet-mass-transit/

66

Table 5.3 Pre-pandemic Ridership, Portland Metro
System

Details

Ridership

TriMet MAX Light Rail

5 lines, 59.7 miles

120,900 daily as of 2019

TriMet West Side Express (WES)
Commuter Rail

15 miles

1,365 daily as of Feb. 2020

Municipal Streetcar

16 miles

13,794 as of Jan. 2020

Source: TriMet Web Site, 2021.
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This table presents an initial outline of significant incidents in the development of the Portland
transit system. This timeline is expanded upon later in the research based upon the interviewees’
input.

Table 5.3 Initial Timeline of Incidents, Portland metro
Timeframe

Incident

1957

Metropolitan Planning Commission established by
Portland and the three urbanized counties

1970

Metropolitan Service District approved by voters

1978

Voters approved the establishment of Metro

Mid-1980s

Planning for Westside Max

1986

First light rail opens from Portland to Gresham

1995

2040 Growth Plan approved

1997-1998

MAX Extension

2000

Streetcar opens

2003

Red Line Extension

2004

Yellow Line opens

2009

MAX Green line opens, WES opens

2012

Streetcar CL line opens; The Portland Plan (CC2035)

2015

MAX Orange line open
FTA announces grant for MAX Red Line Extension; U.S.
DOT to provide $99.9 m grant

2021

Sources: This table was compiled from multiple sources online including TriMet’s web site https://trimet.org/, Metro’s web site
https://www.oregonmetro.gov/, and news releases regarding line openings and extension’s in Portland Tribune, Pamplin Media
Group (2020) https://pamplinmedia.com/.

Impacts of the Covid-19 Pandemic
As noted, the ridership data provided in Table 5.3 does not reflect the impacts of Covid19 and the decline in ridership is observable during and after the peak of this pandemic. The
impact of the Covid-19 pandemic has significantly affected ridership as illustrated by this graphic,
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obtained through the TriMet agency online site: “This graph shows the average weekly boarding
rides taken on buses, MAX Light Rail and WES Commuter Rail, including transfers. If a rider takes
two buses to get to work, it counts as two boarding rides” (TriMet, 2021).

Figure 5.4 Covid-19 Impact on Ridership

Source: Monthly ridership on buses, MAX, WES, and Light Rail, from TriMet web site, www.trimet.org, retrieved July, 2021.

Metropolitan Suburbs
The two metropolitan suburbs in this region include Gresham and Hillsboro, both of
which are classified as Boomburbs, as defined by Robert Lang: incorporated places with
populations over 100,000, in the top 50 U.S. MSAs; that are “not the core cities in their metros”
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and have maintained double-digit rates of population growth (10% or more) over consecutive
censuses between 1970 and 2000 (Lang and Lefurgy, 2007). Gresham is located in Multnomah
County immediately east of Portland, OR and has a population 110,494 as of 2019 (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2019). The city first boomed from 4,000 to 10,000 between 1960 and 1970 making it the
4th largest city in Oregon. Hillsboro, OR is the 5th largest city in the state of Oregon and is the
county seat of Washington County. Hillsboro’s population was estimated at 106,543 (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2019). The MAX Blue line serves the city of Hillsboro, connecting Beaverton, Portland
City Center, East Portland, and Gresham. The initial light rail to Gresham burgeoned greater
development, including intentional Transit Oriented Development (TOD) planned with the transit
agency. For example, the transit hub in Gresham was an impetus for the Gresham Civic
Neighborhood:
Gresham used its transit hub, which centers around a station serving the Metropolitan
Area Express line running between Portland and other suburbs to connect with about
320,000 square feet of office space and the development of a 130-acre district named
Gresham Civic Neighborhood. Both projects required the transit agency to incorporate
development plans with transportation plans (McMahon, 2002).
This method of integrating district development with transit is a notable placemaking effort in
the Portland metro. Both Hillsboro, OR and Gresham, OR have been affected by their local rail
service and its development (Giuliano and Hanson, 2017). Additional qualitative data about the
Portland metro is incorporated in Chapter 6’s triangulation with the interview data.
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5.2 Case Study Region #2: Denver-Aurora-Lakewood
The development of light rail has been underway in Denver for over 25 years. Denver “is
one of America’s transit boomtowns,” and it is “one of the biggest rail networks in the country,
funded by billions in new taxes approved by local voters,” (Spieler, 2018). Denver also kicked off
its light rail construction without federal assistance; in 1994, Denver’s original 5.3 miles of light
rail, connected a limited portion of the city’s central core. This initial 5.3 mile light rail was
followed by adding a Southwest corridor in 2000, along with another Downtown line in 2002,
and a southeast corridor in 2006 (Regional Transportation District, 2020). Their largest expansion
to date was approved in 2004, FasTracks: 122 miles of commuter and light rail (Regional
Transportation District: FasTracks, 2020). Originally, the FasTracks system was approved by
voters at a budget of $4.7 billion; however, the cost has exceeded that projection -- by billions of
dollars (Johnson, The Atlantic, 2014).

71

Table 5.4: Denver Rail Service, 2021
Lines

Type

Other Details

A, B, G, N

Commuter Rail

Opened in 2016; Length = 1.4 guideway
miles; Stations: 18 (guideway only);
Average weekday ridership: 43,971

C, D, E, F, H, L, R, W

Light Rail

Opened in 1994, Expansion is ongoing;
Length is 57.8 miles; Avg. weekday
ridership: 75,900; Ridership per mile: 1,313

Southwest (Extensions proposed), L Future Light Rail
Commuter: B and N

Future Commuter
Rail

TBD
TBD

Sources: Regional Transportation District, Reports and Policies: Facts and Figures, 2021. Retrieved from https://www.rtddenver.com/reports-and-policies/facts-figures. and Details about the Lines were adapted from tables in: Spieler, C. (2018). Trains,
buses, people : an opinionated atlas of US transit. Island Press.
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Table 5.5: Key Incidents, Denver Rail Development
Year

Event

1969

Colorado General Assembly passes Senate Bill 309, establishing RTD, the Regional Transportation
District.

1972

RTD’s transportation plan outlines a “98-mile Personal Rapid Transit network and a bus system.
The rapid transit network is never built” (Aguilar, 2019).

1980

Voters turn down a sales tax increase to create a 73-mile light-rail network.

1987

The Colorado General Assembly passes House Bill 1249, which lays out what will eventually
become the FasTracks initiative

1994

Opening of initial light rail, 5.3-miles from ‘30th and Downing’ to Interstate 25

1997

Approval of Metro Vision

2000

Southeast Corridor opened; Ridership initially exceeded the projected forecast

2004

Voters approve a 0.4 percent sales tax increase

2011

Along the U.S. 36 corridor, residents learn that a train to Denver, part of FasTracks, may not be
built for decades due to high costs.

2013

12.1-mile light-rail W-Line opens to Golden.

2014

A renovated Union Station opens; Market Street Station closes after 31 years.

2016

4 lines opened as part of FasTracks

2017

It’s announced that RTD’s N-Line to Thornton, which is under construction, may open at least 18
months late.

2018

L-Line, a downtown light-rail loop, opens.

2019

Southeast rail extension opens, w/ service on the E, F and R Lines to RidgeGate in Lone Tree.

Sources: Aguilar. (2019). Denver Post RTD 50 Years Timeline: https://www.denverpost.com/2019/07/01/denver-rtd-50years-timeline/ Regional Transportation District Agency Web Site “RTD Kicks Off 50 Years of Making History” https://www.rtddenver.com/news-stop/news/rtd-kicks-50-years-of-making-transit-history and the Agency web site www.rtd-

denver.com

73

RTD’s largest expansion to date, FasTracks, is not without critics, although some feel “it
has been a net positive for the Denver region” (Morris, 2016). In 2016, a 23-mile commuter rail
line opened, connecting downtown Denver with the airport, along with three other rail lines as
part of FasTracks. Repeatedly, Denver has underscored that collaboration contributed to their
successful implementation of transit including rail. As John Hickenlooper, governor of Colorado
from 2011-2019, stated, “collaboration is the new competition,” (Katz and Bradley, 2013). His
perspective is gleaned from the history of transit policymaking and corresponding action in
Denver. Instead of isolating itself as an independent municipality, Denver reinvented its rhetoric
and created a wealth of partnership and intergovernmental cooperation to cultivate regional
progress. The Denver-Aurora Metro Area contains multiple instances of culminated effort to
“build Greater Denver,” versus building walls and boundaries between adjacent jurisdictions
(Katz and Bradley, 2013).
Of course, this has not always been so. Relationships between the suburbs and the city
were not exactly warm until roughly the late 80s, when a series of votes in 1988 revealed that
“people who lived and worked in Denver, Aurora, Littleton, and the other communities” in the
region “were starting to understand that they were united for better or for worse,” (Katz and
Bradley, 2013). Whereas, in the 1960s and 70s, for example, a series of annexations and
incorporations had “hardened the boundaries and soured the politics of Greater Denver,” (Katz
and Bradley, 2013). The qualitative interview process conducted in this study will also allow for
an update as to how current collaboration is unfolding.
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Agencies and Institutions
Many agencies and institutions play a role in the development of light rail in this region
including the Denver Regional Council of Governments (DRCOG), the Regional Transportation
District (RTD), the City and County of Denver, particularly the Denver Dept. of Transportation and
Infrastructure (DOTI) at City and County of Denver, and Colorado Department of Transportation
(CDOT).
A key public agency, the Regional Transportation District (RTD), is the lead organization
in Denver’s light rail history. RTD was instituted in 1994; its rail system currently offers multiple
types of transit including bus, commuter rail and light rail (Regional Transportation District,
2020). Daily rail ridership, pre-pandemic, was estimated as 86,900 with three commuter rail
lines, eight light rail, and 57 stations for light rail and 16 commuter rail in the transit system.
RTD “provides public transportation in eight counties including all of Boulder, Broomfield,
Denver and Jefferson counties, parts of Adams, Arapahoe and Douglas Counties, and a small
portion of Weld County,” serving “the public and providing for the transportation needs of over
3.08 million people located within 2,342 square miles” (Regional Transportation District, 2020).
The breadth of the system in Denver’s region is exceptional both in its reach and in its frequency.
As of 2018, the A Line, “connecting downtown to the airport, is the only commuter-rail line in
the country that runs every 15 minutes all day, every day,” (Spieler, 2018).
Building this intraregional rail system did not come without challenges. These challenges
included histories of distrust, annexation battles, and dependencies on a range of institutions
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including the Denver Water Board. Further, as in many regions, the municipalities in the region
itself contained unique needs and interests with respect to the transit system. Consider
population distribution. As recently as 2019, Denver itself contained less than a quarter of the
region’s total population. This was true as long ago as 2014 as well. Denver Regional Council of
Governments, DRCOG, is an MPO which plays a role in setting goals for regional planning for
transit. As part of the Metro Vision 2035 plan, DRCOG envisioned a goal of “locating 50% of all
new housing units and 75% of all new jobs in urban centers between 2005 and 2035” (Denver
Regional Council of Governments, 2011). Denver’s efforts to locate housing proximate to transit
stations is a priority that is clear through its current city policies and regional efforts.
Discovering how the perspectives of local leaders in the field complement this literature
can help cultivate a more comprehensive understanding of how this region met and overcame
challenges and achieved their vision. The qualitative interviews will contribute to a fuller
comprehension of the timeline and through process tracing an identification of critical incidents
over time. Table 5.6 serves as a baseline reference for the key institutions which influenced the
development of the rail system in Denver.
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Table 5.6 Key Institutions, Denver Metro
Institution

Description

Established (yr)

Denver Regional Council of
Governments (DRCOG)

a “nonprofit, membership organization of local
governments in the Denver region of the State
of Colorado. DRCOG is the designated
Metropolitan Planning Organization and the
Transportation Planning Region for the region,
as well as the Area Agency on Aging” (DRCOG,
2020).

1955 as the InterCounty Regional
Planning Association

Operates 138 transit stations; is a subsidiary of
Colorado Department of Transportation CDOT

Regional Transportation
District (RTD)

RTD is “the regional agency operating public
transit services in eight of twelve counties in
the Denver-Aurora-Boulder CSA in Colorado”
(RTD,2020).

Founded in 1969

Denver Dept. of
Transportation and
Infrastructure (DOTI) at City
and County of Denver

a modern agency focused on increasing
mobility and safety while reducing congestion
and fighting climate change

In 2019, voters voted
to amend the City
Charter to include
DOTI.

Colorado Department of
Transportation (CDOT)

Colorado state government department that
administers transportation responsibilities

Founded in 1917

Table 5.6 Leading Instutional Players in the Denver Metro Rail DevelopmentSources: DRCOG web site https://drcog.org/ RTD
web site https://www.rtd-denver.com/ DOTI web site www.denvergov.org/doti CDOT web site

Metropolitan Suburbs
Two Boomburbs, or metropolitan suburbs, Lakewood, CO and Aurora, CO, are pivotal in
the story of Denver’s system. Lakewood, CO, population 155,146 as of 2019, is the most
populous municipality in Jefferson County and the 5th most populous in the state of Colorado.
Aurora, CO, occupies parts of Arapaho and Adams county; it is also one of the principal cities in
the MSA. In 2019, the population was 369,111 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). The histories and
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development of these metropolitan suburbs correspond to the history of the metropolitan
system’s development.
Light rail access to Lakewood and the Denver region is provided by the W or West Rail
Line, which opened in April 2013. The W Line was built as part of the FasTracks expansion and is
operated by RTD. The 22 mile R Line, also operated by RTD, opened in 2017; it traverses from
Denver through Aurora, to Lone Tree. Aurora also invested significantly in installing art along its
light rail corridor; “the investment along Aurora’s R-line, which opened in 2017, is considered
astounding by RTD’s standards. In addition to the $610,000 RTD put toward the transit public art,
the city kicked in $894,000” (Hernandez, 2018). Figure 5.5 provides a glimpse at the layered
features of art Aurora installed at one station along the line. Combining this creative project with
a transit station illustrates a distinct, creative placemaking approach to transit development, and
this shapes the local experience of transit in the metropolitan suburb of Aurora, CO.
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Figure 5.5 Art Installation in Aurora along Rail Corridor

Source: Creative Commons. (2019).

In summary, the Denver metropolitan region’s extensive investment in rail establishes it
as a notable example of intraregional rail. The qualitative interviews in Chapter 6 will supplement
this chapter’s initial case study data with local interviewee’s perspectives based on their
participation in the development of this intraregional rail system.

5.3 Case Study Region #3: Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario
With an estimated population of 4.65 million, the Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario MSA
is the 13th largest MSA in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). Figure 5.7 provides a
visual image of the bounded areas of this metro. The counties within the Riverside MSA include
San Bernardino and Riverside County. Between 2010-2019, it had a growth rate of 8.8% and
median household income of $62,301. Figure 5.6 provides a view of other MSA boundaries near
this one, noting that the orange bounded space is the Los Angeles metro, also explored as part of
this study. The proximity of the two regions is important to see visually to understand the
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coordination and relationships between these two regions. Riverside’s neighboring MSA, Long
Angeles, is the second most populous U.S. metro, with 18.7 million, and together, Riverside
metro and L.A. metro constitute parts of a Consolidated Statistical Area, or CSA, as defined by
the U.S.Census Bureau. This reflects a level of economic interrelationship which greatly impacts
the commuting patterns and general transportation challenges in both regions, creating a
mutual dependency on one another systems of transit. L.A. metro is discussed more further in
this chapter as it is also considered as Case Study #5 in this research.

Figure 5.6 Proximity of Los Angeles MSA to Riverside
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Figure 5.7 Riverside MSA Boundaries

Institutions and Service Provisions in Riverside Metro
Lead organizations in this case study region will include RCTC, Riverside Transit Authority
(RTA), Southern California Regional Rail Association (SCRRA), Southern California Association of
Governments (SCAG), MetroLink and San Bernardino County Transportation Authority (SBCTA).
Table 5.6 provides an initial summary of the key institutions at play including their stated
purpose or mission. Of these, SCAG services the region as the MPO, with county transportation
agencies as well:
Under federal law, SCAG is designated as a Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO)
and under state law as a Regional Transportation Planning Agency and a Council of
Governments… In addition to the six counties and 191 cities that make up SCAG’s region,
there are six County Transportation Commissions that hold the primary responsibility for
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programming and implementing transportation projects, programs and services in their
respective counties (SCAG, 2021).
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Table 5.7 Key Institutions, Riverside Metro

Institution and Founding

About

Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG),
Founded in 1965

To foster innovative regional solutions that improve the
lives of Southern Californians through inclusive
collaboration, visionary planning, information sharing,
and promoting best practices; The nation's largest MPO

San Bernardino County Transportation Authority
(SBCTA), Established as a cooperative association of
governments in 1973, consolidated multiple agencies
into a single entity in 2016

“In 2016, the agency sponsored Senate Bill 1305
(Morrell), consolidating the County Transportation
Commission, local transportation authority, service
authority for freeway emergencies and local congestion
management agency into a single entity, San Bernardino
County Transportation Authority” (SBCTA, 2021).

Riverside County Transportation Commission (RCTC)

RCTC is the steward of the Measure A sales tax. RCTC is
governed by elected representatives: one from each city
council and all five County Supervisors within Riverside
County, plus a representative of Caltrans

MetroLink

Metrolink is Southern California's regional passenger rail
system serving over 55 stations

Los Angeles Metro Rail

“Metro Rail is owned and operated by the Los Angeles
County Metropolitan Transportation Authority (Metro)
and started service in 1990” (LA Metro, 2020).

Sources: Descriptions for this table were sourced from each institution’s web site: Southern California Association of
Governments at https://scag.ca.gov/; San Bernardino County Transportation Authority (SBCTA) at https://www.gosbcta.com/;
Riverside County Transportation Commission (RCTC) at https://www.rctc.org/; MetroLink trains at https://metrolinktrains.com/ ;
Los Angeles Metro Rail https://www.metro.net/ .

A bit more information about these institutions helps frame an understanding of who
regional transit planning’s key actors are in this region. RCTC is a member of a five-county
Southern California Regional Rail Authority that operates Metrolink (Riverside County
Transportation Authority, 2020). SBCTA is leading the under-construction commuter rail line,
Arrow, the Redlands Passenger Rail Project. It is a “nine-mile rail project” designed to integrate
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“conveniently with other modes such as auto, bus and bicycle” (San Bernardino County
Transportation Authority, 2020). It will run between downtown San Bernardino and the
University of Redlands. For reference, the cities of San Bernardino and Redlands are less than 10
miles apart by car. In addition to this proposed commuter rail (Arrow), the region is home to a
complex system of rail fixed guideway system including both light rail and commuter rail. The 3
original lines in MetroLink were the San Bernardino Line, Santa Clarita, and Ventura.
As a region, this metro contains significant regional rail, but it is still very dependent on
cars. Southern California’s commuter rail system, Metro Link, offers fours lines which provide
some level of service but not consistent service; for example, not all lines have weekend service.
This proximity and integration of this region’s systems with Los Angeles metro are also a part of
this metro’s distinction, as the regions share geographically a combined statistical area (CSA), Los
Angeles-Anaheim-Riverside as of 2019’s U.S. Census Bureau population estimates.
Considerations from the qualitative interviews will further develop the timeline and policy
factors that influence the regional rail development in Riverside Metro.

Metropolitan Suburbs: Rancho Cucamonga and Fontana
Rancho Cucamonga is a boomburb located in this region (Lang, 2010). This municipality
have experienced substantial growth and land development related to the transit system.
Rancho Cucamonga, CA encompasses 40 square miles with an estimated population of 176,379
as of 2019. In the MSA, it is 20.5 miles from Riverside, 21.6 mi from San Bernardino, and 9.7
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miles from Fontana. It is served by MetroLink’s San Bernardino line, the Rancho Cucamonga
station.
The city of Fontana is a regional hub of the trucking industry. In terms of transit,
MetroLink rail services the Fontana Station on the San Bernardino line commuter rail, located
next to Fontana's downtown district. As of the 2019, its population was 210,759. Rapid
expansion in Fontana is associated with large residential developments northern Fontana; the
city also annexed several unincorporated parts of San Bernardino county in 2006-2007 which
have contributed to its growth. Impacts of the rail system development upon these Boomburbs
are evident in their growth and continued development.
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Figure 5.8 Metrolink Commuter Rail System

Source: Riverside County Transportation Commission web site. Retrieved from https://www.rctc.org/travel-riverside
county/passenger-rail/, 2021
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5.4 Case Study Region #4: Phoenix-Mesa-Chandler
The City of Phoenix, home to 1.7 million residents, is the location of the Regional Public
Transit Authority (RPTA) and Valley Metro, the regional transit system, established in 1993.
Valley Metro opened in 2008, and it now serves: Phoenix, Tempe and Mesa, AZ. Its rail system
currently has 38 stations along a 28.2-mile line (Valley Metro, 2020). Light rail’s development in
this region reveals a plentitude of policy challenges, institutional nuance, and municipal
complexity; it is also arguably an exemplar for cooperation and perseverance among conflicting
political wills and varying levels of commitment.
Valley Metro trains operate primarily in city streets on a reserved center lane, similar to
the RED line of METRORail Houston, surface sections of Boston’s GREEN line, and some of the
surface sections of both TRAX in Salt Lake and Muni Metro in San Francisco. Preceding this
system, the Phoenix Street Railway streetcar system operated from 1887 to 1948. Valley Metro
was created initially as ‘Metro’ by the Transit 2000 Regional Transportation Plan (RTP), preceded
by the 1989 ValTrans plan (Valley Metro, 2020).
Another key event was the 1997 passage of Proposition 200, a half-cent sales tax
initiative to fund public transportation. In 2000, the Phoenix voters passed a 4/10 cent sales tax
for public transportation. Also in 2000, Phoenix and Tempe City Councils approve 20-mile light
rail transit from Christown Mall in Phoenix to Dobson/Main in Mesa. In 2005, a Full Funding
Grant Agreement was signed, providing METRO with $587 million in federal funding for the 20mile starter segment. Construction began in 2005, and in 2006, the first 200 feet of light rail
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track was installed near the Phoenix/Tempe border.2 Its Grand Opening was in December, 2008.
In April 2017, its ridership hit a monthly high of 1.5 million total passengers, with a daily average
ridership of over 52,000. In 2019, the system served over 15 million passengers (Valley Metro
Ridership Reports, 2020). Valley Metro estimates “11 billion dollars in private and public
investment has sprouted within a half mile of the light rail lines since 2008” (Boehm, 2018).

2

METRO Light Rail History 1996-2009. ASU summary original source Valley Metro.

https://cronkite.asu.edu/assets/student_work/light_rail/METRO_History.pdf
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Table 5.9 Phoenix Rail Service

Lines

Type

No. of
Stations

Other Details

Valley Metro Rail
Light Rail
Eastbound/Westbound

35

26.6 mi

Tempe Streetcar

57

Passenger service begins in
2022

Streetcar

Source: Details about the Lines were adapted from tables in: Spieler, C. (2018). Trains, buses, people : an opinionated atlas of US
transit. Island Press.
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Figure 5.10 provides a map provided by Valley Metro from 2020 indicating current lines and
future extensions.
Figure 5.9 Valley Metro Map of current Rail System and Future Extensions

Source: Valley Metro Extending Lightrail to South Phoenix. https://www.valleymetro.org/blog/capital-constructionprojects/2020/09/valley-metro-extending-light-rail-south-phoenix
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Despite this arguably successful initial decade, intense resistance to expansion revealed
itself. Proposition 105, a referendum to stop expansion, was struck down in special election,
August 2019. If it had passed, Valley Metro would have been forced to halt light rail construction
and forfeit a substantial portion of the multibillion-dollar federal aid dedicated to public transit,
received in April of 2019. Identifying key leaders and learning more about their perspectives can
create a clearer picture of the context and circumstances contributing to Phoenix’s successes as
well as its challenges.

Metropolitan Suburbs
Mesa, AZ and Tempe, AZ were identified as Boomburbs in Lang Lefurgy’s 2007 book
studying the phenomena of cities with unique fast-growing characteristics; as previously
mentioned, Boomburbs have populations of greater than 100,000 and double digit growth in
consecutive decades between 1970 and 2000 (Lang and Lefurgy, 2007). Both of these cities have
experienced progress in economic development in simultaneity with the light rail growth access
in each city. For reference, Tempe is approximately 11 miles southeast of Phoenix, and Mesa is
less than 10 miles further southeast of Tempe.

Metropolitan Collaboration in Phoenix
The primary organization associated with rail transit in the Pheonix metro is Valley Metro.
Institutionally, the key players beyond Valley Metro are the largest jurisdictions themselves:
Cities of Phoenix, Mesa, and Tempe respectively, as well as Maricopa County. Other influencing
organizations in this region include the council of governments, Maricopa Association of
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Governments (MAG), and the state-level transportation agency, the Arizona Department of
Transportation (ADOT). Further detail about collaboration in Phoenix will be provided in the
Qualitative Interviews and Analysis which follows this Case Study.
Key Institutions

5.5 Case Study Region #5: Los-Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim
Los Angeles Metro Rail System Overview
Los Angeles, known by many as the “archetypal automobile city” is “a generation older
than other Sun Belt cities like Phoenix, Dallas or Houston,” but it was actually a transit city before
it was a freeway city (Spieler, 2018). Like many American cities, its early rail systems
disappeared; in this case, by 1963. Now L.A.’s train network “runs from the Pacific West to the
San Gabriel,” (Spieler, 2018). In terms of ridership, Metro Rail is one of the largest light rail and
rapid transit systems in the country. It serves Los Angeles County and operates 2 subway lines
and 4 light rail lines. Table 5.11, Los Angeles Metro Transit Lines, provides details of the Metro
Rail System’s train lines.
These multiple transit lines service the Los Angeles regional population. The initial lines,
planned in the 1980s, included: a light rail line to Long Beach, a light rail line in the Century
Freeway, and a subway from downtown under Wilshire Boulevard. This late 20th century rail
construction followed its predecessor routes including a Pacific West Electric line that the MTA
abandoned in 1961; and the Wilshire subway route which covers ground broken in 1962. In his
2014 book, Railtown, Ethan Elkind authored a comprehensive review of the “urban politics
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surrounding the construction of modern-era rail in Los Angeles after the demise of the Pacific
West Electric rail car system in 1961” (Peters, 2015). Elkind’s observations are particularly
relevant to this study as he focuses on the following questions:
How did Los Angeles, a modern megacity that developed around the car, end up with a
rail transit system like Metro Rail? What forces shaped its design and scale? What lessons
from its development should influence the future of Metro Rail and other urban rail
systems? And what does this story tell other car-oriented cities wishing to develop anew
around rail?
To explore these questions, he incorporates information about the conflicts rooted in
imbalanced power relations, another subject with immediate meaning for this research. A
specific event he emphasizes is arguably a critical part of how the Los Angeles system became
what it is today, as opposed to traversing other paths, literally, in terms of serviced corridors.
Elkind provides a historic summary of “Congressman Henry Waxman's refusal in 1985 to let the
Wilshire subway enter his district, purportedly for fear of tunneling through the methane-rich
mid-city area––a ban that single-handedly held up the completion of a subway down Wilshire for
decades” (Peters, 2015; Elkind, ). Table 5.10 summarizes some initial meaningful events covered
by Elkind, and others, in their Los Angeles transit research.
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Table 5.10 Key Incidents, Los Angeles
Key Incident
1973 Mayor Bradley's unkept campaign promise to break ground on a transit system less than
two years after he took office
1974 Planning Commissioner Peter Marcuse's 1974 report ‘Mass Transit for the Few’ opposing
the rail plan
1981 Century Freeway consent decree, preceded by 10 year conflict with NEPA (National
Environmental Policy Act)
1993 - Opening of the Red Line; 1995 - Opening of the Green Line;
2003 - Opening of the Gold Line; 2005 - Opening of the Orange Line; 2008 - Measure R approved
by voters (local tax increase for transportation projects)
2016 - Proposition M (Measure M) passed, Sales tax to pay for rail; Extension of Gold Line to
Azusa; Extension: Santa Monica Expo Line

The Metro Green Line is an example of how power and policy can create transit in
unexpected, not always positive, ways. Critics branded “the Metro Green Line as the Line to
Nowhere,” immediately after it opened in 1995 (Mieger and Chu). The Green Line didn’t go to
the airport, despite being close to it; the Green line didn’t serve a major activity center; it was
not connected to a central business district. Where did it go? According to state Senator Tom
Hayden, in 1995, in an interview on 60 minutes, “it ends in a miniature golf course” (60 minutes,
1995; Mieger and Chu, 2006) Regarding the planning process for the Green Line, it was
described as being “conceived and designed as part of the I-105 Century Freeway Project”
(Mieger and Chu, 2006). Locating transit lanes in the freeway’s median resulted from a consent
decree; this decree was part of the resolution to address controversy between the State of
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California and freeway opponents, who opposed the project in part due to its passage through
mature urban communities, and their corresponding demolition to accommodate the freeway.

Table 5.11 Los Angeles Metro Transit Lines
Details about the Lines were adapted from tables in: Spieler, C. (2018). Trains, buses, people : an opinionated atlas of US transit.
Island Press.

Line
A Line
C Line

D Line
L Line (Gold)
E line
Regional
connector

Details
Formerly the Blue Line, travels North
South between
L.A. and Long Beach
Formerly the Green Line, in the Century
Freeway median, between Redondo
Beach and Norwalk
Formerly the Purple Line, Subway Heavy
Rail Rapid Transit, runs from downtown
under Wilshire Blvd.; Extension is under
construction; begins at Union Station
travels Southwest through downtown
Formerly the Expo line; runs between
downtown Los Angeles and Santa Monica
To connect the A & E to the L (Gold) and
Union Station
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Miles/Stations

Year

22 mile

Opened in
1990

20 mile

1995

6.4 mile
31 miles

1993
2003

15.2

2012
To open
2022

1.9 miles

Table 5.12 Institutional Network for Transit in Los Angeles

Metro

it was formed in 1993; a regional
transportation planning agency,
chartered under state law;
operates Heavy Rail, Light Rail, Bus
Rapid Transit and Frequent Bus

(i.e. the Los Angeles County Metropolitan
Transportation Authority (Metro),
formerly MTA) It was born from a merger
of the Southern California Rapid Transit
District and the Los Angeles County
Transportation Commission)

MetroLink

Serving Southern California for 28
years, 3rd largest commuter rail
system commuter rail system; 538
miles of rail network

Southern California Regional Rail
Authority

In addition to the transportation authorities, in this region, all of the municipalities and the counties are
participant as institutions. An extensive non-profit community also support the transit community, such as
Move L.A., an advocacy group.
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5.6 Case Study Summary
This comparative metropolitan case study is a part of the qualitative methods research
approach conducted in this dissertation. The case study was conducted almost entirely during
the Covid-19 pandemic, during extensive travel restrictions. Early plans for this research would
have incorporated travel to the case study regions, but the approach was modified to continue
research during the pandemic. Instead of visual observations in person, it included extensive
analysis of publicly available documents, agency web sites, and visual imagery. In its entirety, this
comparative case study creates a foundation for the interview process enabling a basis for semistructured questioning that maintains relevance for all five regions.
Although the regions differ from one another, they also share a commonality: all of these
regions have successfully developed and are currently operating an intraregional fixed guideway
rail system. The observations from these five metros in the case study process are combined
with the qualitative interview results, in Chapter 6, to refine a timeline for each region using
process tracing. Each timeline is explored in the following chapter. These timelines are also a
component of the case study; these required the integration of interview data.
To summarize, the five case study metros reveal distinctions among regional policy,
decision-making, and institutional arrangement. These are reflected through the regional
governance and political frameworks. These data allow for a rich inquiry incorporating situational
context with interview findings. Other regions, both within and outside the Pacific West and
Mountain West, can consider how their current institutional alignments and policymaking
97

climates differ from and are similar to each of the regions in this study. Key takeaways from this
study may be particular to the circumstances within one metro and not another; similarly, these
may have greater meaning for neighboring and distant regions based upon their mutual or
distinct circumstances.
From the foundation of this case study data, the interview data is incorporated in
Chapter 6 to better articulate how regional policy has unfolded, and is perceived, in the five
regions. By considering the input of leaders from the case study metros, a series of policy
recommendations is then created to consolidate continually emergent themes among the
leadership’s responses in the interviews. Policy recommendations from this study may naturally
have limitations in terms of how and where they can be applied, but the goal is to provide
recommendations for policy that can be meaningful, if malleable, among more than one region.
These recommendations are provided in the final chapter 7 as part of the implications and
conclusions of this research.
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Chapter 6: Qualitative Interview Analysis
Building upon the comparative case study, this qualitative interview analysis incorporates
the insights of local experts in each metropolitan case: Portland, Denver, Riverside, Phoenix, and
Los Angeles metros, respectively. This inquiry is based upon a series of interviews with 15
leaders in the case study regions. Interviews were semi-structured around a set of 7 questions,
described in Chapter 3, Methods, and included as Appendix B. This series of questions served as
a guide for the interviewee in sharing what each personally thought was of value.
Multiple interviewees expressed similar themes which are discussed in this analysis.
Several of these themes frequently arose as overlapping in interview data. The emergent themes
include: financing and tax anomalies, operations and maintenance (O&M) funding, transitoriented development (TOD) policy, housing policy, equity, and challenges with commitments.
While the themes were similar, each interviewee’s indication of the theme contained regional
distinctions. Note that these themes were not overtly included in the questions asked; rather,
these themes emerged naturally from the conversations, suggesting a shared level of
experience, or perspectives, among the regions. The themes were identified using frequency of
words in each interview combined with a coding method. This coding method is a process of
labeling systematically, and consolidating excerpts, to find themes and patterns. This coding was
inductive, as it was developed from the data and did not use preconceived ideas about how the
themes might emerge.
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When each interview was complete, an audio file of the recorded interview was
uploaded through a private version of a software called Otter.ai; this software created an initial
transcript of the interview separated by speakers: the interviewee and the author of this
research. The transcripts were then proofread and refined by the author to ensure accuracy
where technology might not have transcribed the audio information perfectly. After each
interview, several processes were conducted to analyze the interview transcripts as qualitative
data. First, a list of key words was created by the software for each interview, indicating a
collection of key words that arose with frequency throughout each conversation. These key
words appeared at the top of each transcription for consideration in analysis. Second, a word
cloud was created using digital technology to illustrate the most used words visually and observe
the relationships between these terms. Last, the interview was reviewed multiple times for
emergent themes.
Where topical themes repeatedly emerged within an interview, these sections of the
transcript were coded to identify the theme itself; specific quotes were highlighted to indicate
how and when it arose in conversation. This coding was conducted multiple times, to reflect
after additional interview transcripts were created, and identify mutual themes among groups of
interviews, as well as distinct observations from specific regions. This chapter provides an
analysis which discusses the themes by topic and offers excerpted quotations to illustrate the
information from the interviews. These data inform key takeaways and policy considerations in
Chapter 7. Each of these themes has relevance to the policy factors that influence regional
planning for rail. The themes are presented in 5 sections to provide analysis in this chapter.
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Following this analysis, the implications and conclusions, in Chapter 7, provides a list of policy
recommendations, possible considerations for other regions and future research.

6.1 Triangulation and Emergent Themes
A series of qualitative semi-structured interviews were conducted with fifteen leaders
from the case study regions to learn more about the human perspective regarding regional rail
development and policy factors. Mutual themes arose throughout the interviews. These themes
have been identified to include: financing and tax anomalies, operations and maintenance
(O&M) funding, transit-oriented development (TOD) policy, dynamics among jurisdictions,
housing policy, equity, and challenges with commitments. Some of these themes were
overlapping in responses. For TOD, equity, and housing policy, the themes are combined into
one section. This is because multiple interviewees shared these topics simultaneously (i.e. in a
single excerpt or response within the interview). Thus, these data are presented together. The
five themes, then, which are outlined in this portion of the study include: (1) tax and financing
anomalies (2) operations and maintenance (O&M) funding (3) TOD, equity, and housing policy
(4) dynamics among jurisdictions, and (5) challenges with commitments.
Dialogue about each of the five themes was not identical from one region to another, but
the topics arose repeatedly throughout interviews, without prompting from the author of this
study. This might suggest that among the case study regions, mutual concerns and subject
matters, reflected through the themes, are shared despite highly contextual circumstances and
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histories. This lends itself to the possibility of shared knowledge which can be of value in more
than one metro.

6.2 Tax and Financing Anomalies
During the interviews, one consistent emerging theme was the clarification of tax and
financing anomalies within the regions. These anomalies often have direct policy impacts for the
development of rail transit in these metros. To be clear, this theme is not simply the discussion
of funds or finances. Rather, it is a discussion of a specific aspects of tax and financing which are
anomalous. These are specific ways that metros differ from each other and encounter both
hurdles and opportunities that are rooted in distinct policy factors.
For example, sales tax presents anomalies, in more than one metro. In the Portland
metro, the government lacks the support of a sales tax at all. Because there is no sales tax, the
funding mechanisms in the Portland metro cannot rely on percent of sales tax revenue in the
way that other regions have structured their transit funding. For example, one interview
participant, who is a leader at Portland’s transit authority, TriMet, shared, “We don't have sales
tax in Oregon. So, we don't have a dedicated funding for capital. So, we're relying on our
partners to put money in, and that builds cohesion.” When asked about how transit funding is
attained without sales tax, another interview participant in Portland, from the regional governing
body, Metro, says:
We’ve used things like value capture, tax increment financing, local improvement
districts, and funds coming from system development charges or coming from general
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funds, bonding … we flex a lot of federal dollars for transit… clean air, congestion
management, CMAC, clean air management; We flex those for transit, as a region in
order to help us put together the funding packages for light rail.
Flexing federal dollars for transit was mentioned by other interviewees as well, as transit’s
relationship to clean air and environmental health is becoming critical. Without a sales tax, a
creative effort in Portland metro was also to pursue the use of payroll tax, an uncommon choice
to fund transit. Not everyone was on board with this idea, particularly the region’s larger
employers, as this participant describes:
We had to go out to the voters- because costs just got too expensive. We went after
payroll tax - The Nike and Intels, they put a couple million into the “No” campaign
because they thought it was being asked too much of them, because they would have
paid a lion's share of it, frankly.
More challenges lie ahead, with respect to creative sources of funding for transit in Portland, as
a consequence of post-pandemic declines in ridership. A concerned leader shares this about
necessary continued dialogue focused on funding, “We’ve got to figure out how we continue to
have this conversation, and the conversation is a little bit weird, because nobody's riding transit
right now.”
Related but different, Mesa, a metropolitan suburb in the Phoenix metro, is also
anomalous with respect to sales tax. An interviewee participant from Mesa shares that Maricopa
county is the only county in the state which has not gained approval from the state to authorize
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sales tax at all. Maricopa has to go to the legislature for any changes in their sales tax at all;
whereas all of the other counties in Arizona have authority to gain permission to authorize sales
tax themselves, up to a certain amount. This kind of restrictive policy slows the process of
change when funding is necessary for transit, and in this case, it introduces a detrimental timelag which other counties are not subject to. As with the other finance anomalies, the thematic
base of the issue is about authority, and who has it, versus who does not, within a region. Note
that Maricopa county is one of the largest counties in the United States, with a land area greater
than four of the nation’s states.
Interviewees explained another aspect of unique financing which arose in the Phoenix
metro to enable the light rail’s funding. Jurisdictions worked together literally to loan and
borrow funds to make transit happen. For example, in the Phoenix metro, at the outset of the
rail proposal, the City of Mesa did not have the funds to pay for the extension of the light rail, so
Phoenix loaned Mesa the money, and Mesa paid them back. For Phoenix to include Mesa in their
rail plan, it actually enabled them to have ample ridership numbers for the federal formula
funding to be adequate; otherwise, the funds could not have been sought from the federal
government. So, it was worth it to Phoenix to provide a loan to the City of Mesa. This kind of
inter-city funding may not be common in all regions, but interviewees share that it is not unusual
behavior in this metro.
Interview participants also shared another tax anomaly in the Phoenix metro. The City of
Mesa does not collect a primary property tax. Mesa is the largest city in the United States
without a property tax. Additionally, a portion of Mesa has its own public utility, and funds from
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it are transferred to the general revenue fund. Although property tax as a means for funding
transit is not common, some regions make it work. For example, Tempe, AZ, also in the Phoenix
metro, uses property tax to fund transportation projects; Ann Arbor, MI and Madison, WI are
other examples (Federal Highway Administration, 2021). For transit, the absence of a property
tax creates implications for local economic development as well, including a loss of potential tax
income from property improvements and increase in value. The absence of a property tax
changes the conversation about transit and development in Mesa, AZ.
Another interview participant, Joshua Schank, the first Chief Innovation Officer with Los
Angeles Metro, spoke about the immense amount of investment on the horizon in the Los
Angeles metro. Specifically, he spoke about its relationship to private public partnerships (P3).
Due to the scale of the investment in the L.A. region, these creative emergent P3 models are
contributing to improved quality of transit project delivery. This interview participant shares:
We're in the midst of a very large build out of our transit infrastructure … 120 billion over
the next 40 years. Lots of new rail lines. We've [our department has] been involved in
several of them because of the potential for private investment, and that’s driving faster,
better delivery of those projects, but only two are moving forward as potential P3
projects.
The scale of the region can influence what’s possible with respect to P3 and other financing
streams related to transit. For example, Elissa Gertler, the Planning and Development Director
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with Portland Metro, shares how the scale and nature of the economy in Portland influences
power dynamics in a way that empowers the citizens.
You think about Vegas, there's so much money there, old and new money, right? There's
so many rich people who have investment in things. In Portland, we have like - Nike.
That's the big fortune 500 company, and we have Intel. Other than that, we don't have
huge employers or the huge families with money. We don't have philanthropic
organizations and foundations that are like investing in Portland. And so in a way, I think
it's allowed us to be a little bit more politically scrappy, if you will, and more grass-rootsy,
because we don't face the power of the people who have been in charge for so long, who
have the money to buy an elected official or, you know, thwart a campaign
This observation is meaningful as this study considers the power dynamics of metros and how
these can create conflict or opportunity within and among regions.
In addition to the public leaders who spoke about the important of public private
partnerships (P3) for transit planning, enthusiasm for the possibility of P3 was also expressed by
a private industry leader, from Brightline West. This interview participany shares her enthusiasm
about the future convergence points of high-speed rail in Palmdale, CA. Brightline West is a
planned rail system and a private firm leading the plans and build-out for both intra and
interregional rail in the L.A. region. One of the recent changes to the plans for Brightline West
was a connection to Palmdale, CA, as opposed to simply stopping at Victorville, CA, as originally
planned. Brightline’s changes to the plans for this system will make the infrastructure even more
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serviceable to the L.A./Riverside CSA, intraregionally, in addition to serving as an interregional
rail corridor between Las Vegas and Southern California. In Palmdale, Brightline will converge
with existing intraregional rail.
It’s really cool to think, in Palmdale - That's going to be the first two convergence points
of high-speed rail in the United States… it’s idealistic and geeky, but it's like public-private
partnerships literally converging.
However, public private partnerships are often hard won, uphill climbs, which is why many of
them never come to fruition. The proposed Infrastructure Bill, currently awaiting a House vote in
Congress, would provide impetus for partnerships between the private and public entities which
plan for transit. This could enable companies like Brightline to apply for competitive grants by
partnering with a public agency. Foreseeing the potential for conflicting applications which could
have been better sought collaboratively, an interview participant shares that her firm is already
reaching out to the state transit agency in California, so that:
before all these ‘notification of funding opportunities come up,’ let's sit down in a room
and let's talk about what we want to go for. So we're not sitting there competing with
each other. Then we can go back to the federal government as a group and say, ‘Here's
where we think we can make the most impact.’ Instead of having, this pot applying here,
this other entity applying here, - so instead we pursue this all together, it means we can
shave 10 years off of California high speed rail getting down into Palmdale and get you a
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shovel ready, public private partnership that's done in four years. That's a win win for
everyone.
Much remains unknown about the ultimate fate of the proposed Infrastructure bill, but interview
participants note that it is good to see it entering the public conversation. They see value in the
shift, now it is more common for the public to talk about infrastructure and transit and our dire
needs as a nation. As part of that conversation, a dire need is clear which is that it’s not a
conversation that is only about investing in new infrastructure. Our current infrastructure is
crumbling, in some places, and many regions express a lack of funding for the maintenance and
operations of their systems. The next section explores how this theme arose in interview
responses.

6.3 Operations and Maintenance (O&M) Funding
Operations and Maintenance funding is a challenge frequently encountered in American
urban regions (Falcocchio et al.., 2018). Federal and state funding for infrastructure tends to
emphasize creations of new lines, or extensions of current lines. Perhaps providing new service is
more exciting the maintaining current systems. However, the mundane costs of operations and
maintenance cannot be ignored. These costs ensure safety for passengers; the income gained
from the fare box is rarely ample to cover these significant costs. This section consolidates a
sampling of insights from leaders in the case study regions regarding Operations and
Maintenance funding.
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In Mesa, AZ, within the Phoenix metro, a leader notes that:
Light Rail Operations and Maintenance is 100% paid for by the 3 cities; so there’s no
broad sales tax going to offset O&M in the entire region; to some extent, Phoenix and
Tempe have a sales tax offset, because they have a dedicated transit sales tax. Mesa does
not…I want to emphasize the need for understanding the reality of constrained operation
of maintenance dollars … we need the operation and maintenance dollars for 50 years
into the future. We get a lot of capital funding, to build it, from the state and the feds.
But we need a strategy for ongoing operation and maintenance costs, because that is
what constrains us every time we go to build or expand the system.
When asked to elaborate on a better solution in her opinion, with respect to Operations
and Maintenance funding, this same leader notes that a new funding source is not necessarily
the only answer. Instead, the leader notes that:
…we get formula funding, which is consistent. So, the preference would be a new
formula of funding, either from the state or the federal level that addresses this ongoing
constraint. Typically, we can operate for five years using formula dollars. But what
happens after that, you know, in the year six? And you're talking about infrastructure
that's much going to live a much longer life than 5 or 6 years.
A leader in Los Angeles offered his insights regarding their approaches to Public Private
Partnerships (P3) models. His emphasis of its value is on the delivery model it offers, versus the
additional financial support it might bring. This way of pursuing P3 arrangements could be
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meaningful for other regions who are also struggling to find the best solutions for funding
operations and maintenance.
it's not that the private sector is bringing any funding to the table. Instead, they're
bringing financing mechanism. Not that we need a financing, ability to borrow money, we
have a sales tax that's infinite, so that you always rely on that private sector, but bringing
private financing offers the opportunity for a delivery model, seeing the model that they
would operate and maintain the system for a period of time after they constructed that
allows for significant cost savings, potentially faster project delivery, and, and greater
certainty, because we'll be able to transfer some of the large risks associated with these
projects, to the private sector
Another interview participant, a leader from RTD, in Denver metro, describes the budget
shortfalls FasTracks experienced after the Recession, as well as those implications for those
shortfalls in the present, pandemic-related, economic recession.
these corridors are more expensive to operate than we had planned for. So, in addition
to kind of having the issue of the costs escalating, which if you read about, you know, we
were in a situation where, right after we passed FasTracks, we got into the Great
Recession, and our costs spiraled and our revenues went down. We called it the perfect
storm at the time where, you know, revenues went down, and costs went up. So we
couldn't do as much as we said. So that started it. And then, you know, now we're in a
situation where we're, you know, deeply impacted by COVID. And we have to make
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decisions about the future and our ability to operate. And I mean, we're very leveraged
from a debt standpoint. And so we can't, we don't have the ability to generate, you know,
additional revenue or go after it. And, frankly, it's costing us a lot more to operate. So
that's another challenge.
This level of transparency is revealing, as shared from a leader with nearly two decades of
commitment to Denver’s transit system, and to his region’s well-being. He describes the push
and pull between parts of the region who don’t have rail at all yet, who are eager to have it,
versus the parts of the region which have had rail for a decade (where they are ready for
connectors, bus rapid transit, or their own extensions). While all of these communities are in
conflict about who should receive the next investment, from FasTracks and RTD:
meanwhile, RTD is in the middle, with a financial crisis with deferred maintenance on the
original system … You see the risk that Colorado will start repeating what you've seen all
over the Northeast, part of the United States, with Boston and New York City, getting into
these like 10-year periods of just like, fighting. because the deferred maintenance, drags
the whole system down, it drags the performance down
Adequate considerations for O&M funding are clearly a concern in the case study regions. A
disproportionate amount of effort and funding is focused on build-outs, and there is an
immediate need for better means for funding for operations and maintenance. Some of this
issue is rooted in current policies which provide funding opportunities for build-outs, that metros
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can apply for, but these opportunities do not always provide funding for operations and
maintenance. When they do, it is often not budgeted realistically.

6.4 TOD, Equity, and Housing Policy
The themes of transit-oriented development, equity, and housing policy are combined
into a single section for the sake of practical analysis and discussion. While not all interviewees
mentioned these topics in tandem, several responses merge and overlap discussions of TOD
policy with discussion of housing policy. To clearly communicate the knowledge from community
leaders, this section offers both TOD and Housing policy takeaways as one section.
Transit Oriented Development (TOD) is “the creation of compact, walkable, pedestrianoriented, mixed-use communities centered around high quality train systems” (Transit Oriented
Development Organization, 2021). In policy, systems are emerging to instill principles of TOD
overtly in regulatory, coded language as a formal standard or requirement. A TOD policy can
present itself in more than one way. For example, it can be an aspect or subset of a community’s
zoning ordinances; it can be a part of the local development code; it could also be a part of a
comprehensive plan or other land use planning document. As with many planning implements,
TOD policies can also contain more or less ‘teeth,’ depending on local or state level choices. In
other words, a policy for TOD may or may not be enforceable. In fact, TOD may simply be a
guiding idea or concept for goal-setting and visioning. If it is formalized into a locally-relevant
regulation, even this regulation may serve as a suggestion for the development community
versus a requirement or standard. TOD policy could also occupy an in-between space in which it
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is not formally enforceable, but significant incentives are provided to compel developers to abide
by the TOD guidance. Alternatively, it can certainly be required. Related, a newer term is
emerging, Transit Oriented Communities (TOC); this is how L.A. Metro articulates their work.
Elizabeth Carvajal was an interview participant in this study. She works as a Senior
Director of Transit Oriented Communities (TOC) at L.A. Metro, and her focus is the strategic
initiatives group. During her interview, she spoke about one of her specific roles currently which
is:
working with local jurisdictions across the county to encourage and support capacity
building in areas of TOC funding land use planning, essentially helping them leverage the
system to take advantage of it to benefit communities to increase transit ridership, or
more recently, we shifted to also helping them prepare for potential unintended
consequences of these upcoming transit investment
These unintended consequences contain implications for discussions about policy related to
community housing and whether or not the impact of a transit system is inequitable,
perpetuating challenges for vulnerable communities. Ms. Carvajal discussed what is meant when
they talk about equity, saying “we're talking about certainly helping communities prepare for
potential gentrification pressures and displacement pressures. That's part of it, but it's also
about them, communities on the ground, defining what equity looks like.” Her work allows her to
conduct baseline assessments in communities to help determine what outcomes communities
want to see. This work is about considering current policy and improving it such that it reflects
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community need. She shares, “we have our defined TOC policy goals, but we need to really hear
from communities on ‘how do those operationalize and materialize in a way that is reflective of
your needs today?’.” This level of attentiveness in directly interfacing with impacted
communities could be valuable in other regions when new transit is built or planned. Community
development efforts do occur in other regions, but they are not always housed within the transit
agency itself, and as such, they may lack connection to the transit infrastructure, instead
emerging in other siloes, like land use planning, which may not be integrated with the transit
agency fully or at all.
Other regions do see this kind of forward-thinking approach to TOD/TOC, and goals to
emulate them are emerging. A leader from the Denver metropolitan area shares:
we've actually recently adopted an equitable TOD policy, which tries to get some stated
preference towards affordable housing, and set that as an informal goal, not rigid but
more flexible. You look at other transit agencies around the country, some have been
much more aggressive than we have been: folks like LA Metro or even Sound Transit, that
have stated goals, or that are requirements. Some have even required them by either the
state or others
This dialogue turned into a discussion of affordable housing more broadly, and its relationship to
transit. In trying to learn more about the flexible goals on Denver’s TOD policy, other creative
approaches to enabling more equitable outcomes came up. For example, in Denver metro, there
is a non-profit effort to buy and preserve land for affordable housing near transit.
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On the non-profit side, in Denver, we have a group called the Urban Land Conservancy,
which was formed by the public sector, with the combination of the private sector, to
form this Conservancy to actually buy and preserve land for affordable housing around
transit. And so, they have been doing that since the early 2000s. And they have had a fair
amount of success. So that's another kind of tool.
Several interviewees shared knowledge related to housing policy and how it is a factor that
influences their regional rail system’s development. Denny Zane, a former mayor and current
executive with Move LA, a transit advocacy organization, shares his perspective regarding the
idea that any density near transit is good, versus affordable density:
If the high propensity user is the low-income population, then the strategy for success
long term includes affordable housing, near transit. Some people will argue that any
density near transit is good, from an operational point of view. And I argue back to them,
No, market rate development near transit is apt to displace the ridership rather than an
attract it or bring it. Because that gentrification process drives up rents and costs.
This topic is echoed by other regions as well, where those who are most likely to use or need
transit are being displaced by the redevelopment that accompanies new rail systems:
… also, the affordable housing angle because that is a huge issue in Denver right now.
And we've recently done a study, looking at the propensity for people living in affordable
housing to use transit versus market rate. And obviously, there's a bigger correlation to
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the affordable housing side. So, emphasizing more of that as another important element
to this.
One observation about housing policy is that it’s only come to the forefront of the public
dialogue more recently, and that a more proactive approach earlier would have been better.
We weren't thinking about affordable housing this way in the early 2000s… We did do an
extensive amount of planning around transit-oriented development at stations, and
we've got a fair amount that has been developed. But, you know, the affordable housing
piece is now coming to the forefront and boy, I wish we could have been a little bit more
proactive on that earlier.
He notes that, The city [of Denver] has recently passed some affordable housing funding
measures to really step up that affordable housing,” as well, observing that the transit agency’s
work is supported by proactive action in the municipal governments. From Portland, an
interviewee also turned to the topic of housing policy with respect to transit, and offered insights
about how their regional government actively supports affordable housing. First, this leader
shares:
we just passed two affordable housing measures that I think are unprecedented
nationally. One is for affordable housing construction, and one is for the provision of
supportive housing services for homeless people.
Metro, the regional government in Portland, is also subsidizing construction to enable the
development of affordable housing. This can change the development patterns around transit
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stations, and other regions are taking note. Metro “works with private developers who come to
us with a transit-oriented development proposal,” and they offer a subsidy to allow developers
to build “density that their pro forma wouldn't support.” So Metro subsidizes things to lead the
market. As Elissa Gertler, the Planning and Development Director from Metro, shares, “You build
a light rail in a new area, you want to get a couple buildings going, and then the market will take
it from there…we subsidize construction.”
These programs are resulting not only in new kinds of development styles and patterns
near transit, but they are enabling more opportunities to live near transit, as more of the
community’s needs can be met within a small area near the station. Other regions in the country
are also trying to create models to base more emerging programs on this Portland model. Part
of the uniqueness of it is that Metro measures transit ridership, and a developer will only get a
subsidy based on how many additional transit riders their development will put on the system.
So:
it's not directly about affordable housing; it's about transit ridership. But the way you do
that is you say, wow, you know, a retail facility in the ground floor is going to bring
ridership. Wow, you're going to put an early childhood education facility. Oh, that's
definitely going to bring transit riders, and so there's a model that you use to calculate
transit riders and then our subsidy is based on that
Because housing and transit are not always planned for together, more than one
interviewee expressed ways in which regions are working to integrate the planning and
117

development processes for both. Housing is not always as easy to work toward regionally as
transit, because adjacent municipalities may not want affordable housing in their cities, and so
there is holdout and conflict about where affordable housing can go, and it is not always based
on the best interests of the region. Making this conversation connect more directly to
policymaking for transit could be crucial for the future of housing planning regionally. The
structures of the organizations who plan for housing are not always comprised of regional
representations, but a former mayor in the L.A. metro region expresses his observation about
the model that L.A. Metro poses in terms of its institutional structure. He talks about the
“institutions that make up Metro and how that arrangement might be replicated in for other
purposes” because it consists of representation from all of the municipalities, as well as from the
counties, and it creates a basis for collaboration. Denny Zane, from Move L.A., notes that:
there is a community of activists have been trying with some success to create a regional
affordable housing that is kind of parallel to LA Metro. And what's interesting for you
about that -- is what they saw in Metro that made it a model for housing. And I think the
answer is -- primarily it's about the institutions that make up Metro and how that
arrangement might be replicated in other purposes
In summary, participants in the interviews shared a range of perspectives about TOD, its
relationship to housing policy, and how this has implication for an equitable future, particularly
in terms of affordability.
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6.5 Dynamics among Jurisdictions
All of the interviewees expressed elements of contentious or collaborative dynamics
among the jurisdictions that comprise their region. In some cases, these seemed to create
challenges or opportunities, as indicated in the excerpts shared in this section. Each of these
observations can offer meaning for other regions in the field as they consider how to plan for
success among conflicting priorities. The subjects of these dynamics rangers from gathering
support for rail, making progress on projects, logistics of board representation, and the tradeoffs and complexities of working to find a solution that everyone feels is in their interest. In
addition, interview participants frequently brought up suburban communities and their specific
experience in the development of rail.
The metropolitan suburbs in each region had notable impact from the development of
rail transit, and frequently, the largest principal city had to invest time in gaining the suburban
cities’ buy-in, in order to seek funding and pursue rail. Bill Sirois, a Senior Manager of Transit
Oriented Communities, who has worked with RTD for over 15 years, noted Denver’s suburban
extension in 2000 as one of the 3 pivotal moments in the history of their rail system’s
development, saying:
…the Southwest, suburban extension, [for us] to really prove to the suburbs that it was
something they really wanted … that was a big milestone because it created the first
extension of rail into the suburbs. And it was very successful, oversubscribed right away,
very popular.
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A look at Denver’s history, in terms of how rail unfolded pares with this understanding expressed
about bridging dynamics between the cities and the suburbs. This is reflected in some of the
early bargaining enabling FasTracks to pass. An interview participant describes this, regarding the
mayor at the time:
that Denver Mayor during the middle of all this was a was a major champion, John
Hickenlooper, he went on to become Governor and now Senator in Colorado, so he was a
major figure in in championing the idea of FasTracks, and … offering that the core city
wouldn't take more than its fair share of the dollars. And that was part of the bargain,
was to get these rail lines out to the suburbs. I think he was able to sell that really well.
In Portland metro, Dave Unsworth, who is a Director of Major Projects at TriMet, spoke about
the significance of the dynamics between suburban and urban jurisdictions, as early as the
1970s, when he describes the Statewide Goals and Objectives which the state of Oregon went
through:
There were farmers who didn't want to see, you know, just hopscotch, suburban
development, eating up all of their property… so they didn't want the sprawl. So they
said, Let's draw lines around where the separation between land uses of urban and rural
are, to protect farms and forests, and encourage the investment in pipes and roadways in
the urban area, not in the suburban area.
A range of policy implications can be gleaned from the dynamics between the suburban, rural,
and urban populations among jurisdictions. For example, in securing support for FasTracks, a
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bargain was made that would extend rail to the suburbs, part of which has been a success.
However, as time has gone by, RTD’s capacity to fund further extension into suburbs, in other
parts of the region, has declined. This is resulting in a sector of the region who feels as though
they were misled about the FasTracks investment, and how it would serve their communities.
This leads to the theme explored in the next section of this analysis, challenges with
commitments. Pleasing too many constituencies to make things happen was not a phenomenon
limited to Denver. Interview participants from Los Angeles spoke about this topic also. Joshua
Schank, the Chief Innovation Officer at L.A. Metro, shared specifically about the vote
requirement for rail support and its consequences for the system’s priorities.
There's certainly a lot of support out there for building a rail system here. The nature of
that support, however, presents its own challenges, the way that we have to get to 67%
of the vote, is that we have to make sure there are projects in every part of the county,
and that everyone gets their share. And that doesn't necessarily result in a rail system
that is targeting where the needs are. So you might have some projects that may not
carry that many riders- you might have a system that is not necessarily that well thought
out. And it's much more of slapping together different lines that people want.
A leader in regional governance in Portland shares a distinction in their region regarding the size
of cities throughout the region and how it influences collaboration.
We have 24 cities in our region, and the light rail goes between them all. And so, it can't
just be about the City of Portland. And unlike other regions, Portland is the big city - then
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there's 23 small ones. It's not like Seattle and Bellevue; or New York City and Newark.
There's not a lot of larger cities - it's like one big city and 23 smaller ones. So, the regional
nature of being able to plan across the lines has been super significant to us
This same leader in the Portland metro adds that despite primarily cooperative relations,
conflicts do come up, and at times they can block projects for years, if relationships cannot find
amenable middle ground.
The region's most recently open light rail line is called the Orange line, and it goes into
that suburban county Clackamas County. And there was a sort of tea party political
backlash in the middle of planning for the light rail. Light rails take a decade or more to
plan and build, and the leadership of the county had been progressive. But when they
left, there came like this backlash of very hardcore tea party people, and they like,
negated the contracts to spend the $25 million of local match. There was a whole
campaign - it was called Stop Portland Creep. And it was like, oh, keep those city people
away from our beautiful suburbia. -- had billboards and bus benches like ‘Stop Portland
Creep’ from the beginning into the summer. So I want to make sure you know that it
wasn't all rainbows and sunshine, consensus and collaboration
Another leader, from a different agency in Portland, shares a similar perspective.
We've historically worked together and made some good choices here. That doesn't
mean there's not problems. Like for instance, we're looking at a bridge that goes from
Oregon to Washington called the Interstate Bridge, the Columbia River crossing. It had
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light rail on it, and it had a much more wide freeway. And it died because the politics
could not get right between the two states. It had a record of decision done through its
NEPA process. But the number of lanes that the state of Washington wanted to put on
this bridge was too much for the City of Portland, in the state of Washington, some
neighbors up there didn't want light rail expanded up there. And so it was strange
bedfellows that killed the project -- and they're looking at it again after 10-15 years, and
the politics seem to be as toxic as they were before.
The nature of boards can be another aspect that introduces and represents a range of dynamics
within a region. Joshua Schank, who leads Innovation at L.A. Metro, shares his thoughts, as a
person from the East Coast, about how determined the L.A. leadership is to achieve consensus,
and how that may not always lead to optimal outcomes. His perspective is meaningful in the
sense that conflict is often seen as negative, and consensus is seen as positive, but this may not
always prove true in terms of creating an optimal transit system.
The city of Los Angeles has more appointees than any other city. The mayor is a
permanent seat on the board. He has appointed three other people to represent the city.
So on a board of 13, they've got four votes plus, plus county supervisors. Many of them
have significant portions of the city in their areas. However, I would say that the
challenge that's unusual for me being from New York and DC is that they typically try to
achieve consensus. So there's not a lot of like, Okay, I'm going to vote this way, but you’re
voting that way. They don't like to vote against each other. So, there's a lot of trying to
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achieve consensus rather than battling, which I think often results in suboptimal
outcomes.
A leader from the Denver metro shares the complications of dynamics among jurisdictions within
the region in the following excerpt:
we're in this difficult political thing that some parts of the Denver Metro area have their
FasTracks corridor, they're done, they're ready to move on to their next investment.
other parts of the region that don't have theirs like the Northwest, Westminster,
Broomfield, Boulder Longmont, and communities in between. So you've got this push
and pull, like people that have had theirs for almost some of them have been around for
more than 10 years now, people are like, well, ready to build my connector, bus rapid
transit corridor, or I'm ready to do my next rail extension for part of my community. And I
don't want to have to wait 20 or 30 more years for boulder and northwest people to get
their corridor before I move into mine. And meanwhile, RTD is in the middle with a
financial crisis and with deferred maintenance on the original system.
In Phoenix, a leader shares the following insight about the nature of coordination in their region:
when we look at some of our peers, give an example of like the Portland area of train
that train that has a lot, a lot more legal and statutory authority than Valley Metro does.
A challenge that we evaluate is - we have a lot of policy-based decisions that are more
focused on the equity between what each jurisdiction pays into the system and what
they get, even if from a ridership perspective or productivity perspective, those services
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wouldn't be the first choice, if you will. It’s a big challenge because a significant amount
of our ridership is generated in Phoenix. And so you end up having to justify a lot of
people who are never interacting with the transit system, you have to justify why they're
going to pay into it.
The observation from Phoenix is interesting if considered in comparison with Denver’s
experience, of how FasTracks initially began, versus where it is now. From a leader in Denver,
these suburban dynamics are related to regionalism as a whole:
A sense of regionalism is important. And it can be an extremely fragile thing. You get into
the dynamics, I think you see it in cities around the country where you have suburbs
versus the central city, different attitudes of people who live in three-car households, you
know, with three-car garages- versus people who live in core areas who maybe have a
single-car detached garage, opening onto an alley, 1920s type of development, or they
park on the street, because there is no garage, with fewer cars per household in the core
city. So, there's just some added attitudinal things that have to be bridged to maintain
that sense of regionalism
Bridging these differences with promises about the future has mixed results for the case study
regions, as described in the following section about challenges with commitments.

6.6 Challenges with Commitments
Challenges with commitments is one of the themes which frequently overlapped with
conversations about funding, emergent from the interview participant responses. The nature of
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the commitments, and the nature of the challenges, varied from region to region. This section
offers insights from local leaders about this topic. In Phoenix, a transit leader with decades of
experience in the region gave his perspective about Proposition 105. Prop 105 was a ballot
initiative in 2018 which, if approved, would have effectively halted light rail in the Phoenix
Metro. A yes vote supported “amending the city charter to end construction of light rail
extensions; to redirect funds from light rail projects to other transportation infrastructure
improvements in Phoenix; and to prohibit funding other light rail development, with an
exception for PHX Sky Train” (Ballotpedia. 2021). Leaders from Valley Metro shared:
the initiative [was] about redirecting the money. It's not just saying we don't want to
build this particular type of infrastructure anymore. It's about saying ‘how about all this
money that's being spent anyway, is spent on roads instead’
The initiative was born from an anti-light-rail movement, with backing from the Kochfunded Arizona Free Enterprise Club, and the city would have lost billions of dollars in federal
funding for Transit. In August of 2019, the initiative was overcome at the ballot and voted down
(Hsieh, 2019). Leaders in the transit field had no choice but to acknowledge their options.
Leadership had to consider in detail what would happen if Prop 105 passed. How would the
region manage the commitments they had made which they would not be able to honor?
It was a very real reality. We had hours and hours of meetings with our legal counsel just
to find out what would we need to do on a contract basis, with the contractors that we
have contracts with. Close those up? How do we, where do we, find good stopping points
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on projects to put the bookmark in and close? And then, what do we do with the
hundreds of staff that come along with such a large investment that we have in our
Valley?
Interview participants expressed that it was a great relief when the proposition did not pass.
However, the gravity of considering these consequences, the prospects of failing to meet these
commitments in the region, impacted the leadership in the rail transit field in Phoenix
irrevocably.
Other challenging commitments in the case study regions resulted in positive outcomes.
For example, in Riverside Metro, in San Bernardino County, a specific group of political leaders
worked to ensure that the language in Measure I was phrased very specifically. This language set
limits on what the Measure I rail funds could be spent on; and it ensured that the funds would
be spent to build and operate rail between San Bernardino and Redlands. A leader in San
Bernardino County, Carrie Schindler, who has served in a range of leadership positions in the
region in the last two decades, described this commitment’s specificity as one of the pivotal
choices made in the history of the region's rail development:
The funding was not available to have that last 10 miles. But what was really amazing is,
and she's still involved today - her name's Carol Beswick. … and other key people, made
sure when our Measure I was put out to the voters, it specifically limited what the
Measure I rail funds could be dedicated to -- And it specifically said ‘build and operate rail
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between San Bernardino and Redlands.’…. If they hadn't done that, I don't know if it
would have ever gotten built.
This particular way of making a commitment introduces immense challenges. Insisting upon
highly specific verbiage in ballot measures cannot always be easy, but it has invariably influenced
the public transit experience for generations to come in Riverside metro. This required targeted
action and commitment on the part of the advocates for this language in Measure I. Current
leaders, such as the interviewee, still recognize the importance of these actions in retrospect.
As regions change over time, it can be necessary to reevaluate what the best investments
for the region are, instead of deciding decades ahead of time how to invest years down the road.
a leader expresses his perspective about this, and how his opinion has evolved since planning
began. He states early in the interview, regarding the circumstances at RTD after the Great
Recession, “revenues went down, and costs went up. So, we couldn't do as much as we said.” He
continues to share his perspective about the current economic crisis and recovery period, and
where early plans for rail were made, he isn’t sure that rail is the correct solution for the region
in those specific corridors. Some of the challenges with commitments may be traced to the level
of specificity in the plans early on, perhaps too early on, where future leadership feels tied to
decisions which are no longer in the best interest of the region.
Now we’ve gotten to the point where, you know, these folks are out there saying, ‘you
promised us, 17-18 years ago that you were going to build this, and now you’re not
building it. And so, we’re going to hold your feet to the fire,’ -- when in fact, the world
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has changed in 20, almost 20, years. And we should take a step back - in saying, what is
really the most effective investment that we can make? And I don’t think in this case, it’s
rail.
Over-commitment can be a downfall which well-meaning leaders may not foresee. In particular,
the enthusiasm of planning for a future rail system can influence the forecasted budgets and
locations of future rail corridors. Clearly, some regions have committed to build more rail than
they can now afford to build-out and operate. This kind of oversight is not always a product of
subterfuge; rather, it is a risk of planning for an infrastructure that can take decades, even halfcenturies to build. An interview participant shares this in consideration of challenges faced:
The world has changed, and the economy and transit in general has changed. We built
much of what we said we were going to build in 2004, with the FasTracks program, but, I
would say we have around 30% of the program left. And frankly, we don't have the
money to build it. And we won't have the money for a really, really long time. And a lot of
people around here are not very happy about that.
But it isn’t just the frustration with the lack of budget to follow through on commitments, which
this leader expresses; it’s also that he no longer feels like the original commitments are
necessarily the correct, healthy commitments for the region. He describes this:
But what I will say about the remaining corridors that are left is -- they are some of the
least productive corridors in the program. And in my mind, the world has changed in 20
years, and we might want to revisit those as investments in rail.
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This kind of realization, after the fact of commitment to the public, is not altogether surprising,
given how much changes in the decades after a system of rail is initially planned. Economically,
demographically, and politically – places change. Further, this kind of challenge with a
commitment maybe born from the larger challenge of trying to please everyone in the region,
which can be a product of trying to gain buy-in from everyone in the region. Additionally,
immense societal crises have unfolded since the initial FasTracks proposal.
The Great recession in 2008, and the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, have had and will
continue to have repercussions that no one could have fully foreseen. Planning for rail
infrastructure at a regional scale introduces an immense challenge of balancing the projections
of a likely future and a worst case scenario future. Any region who is planning for public transit
can learn from these experiences and consider making conservative choices in terms of how
financial commitments and investments are presented to the public, and to whom the rail
corridors are committed to serve. Maintaining a balance of priorities throughout a region can
mean considering what is best for the region as a whole. This is not necessarily the same as what
will please everyone or please the most people in the region.
Another case specific to a particular region comes from Denver, where costs have
exceeded expectations, and currently financial pressures are immense and daunting.
what we have found is these corridors are more expensive to operate than we had
planned for. After the Great Recession, our costs spiraled, and our revenues went down.
We couldn't do as much as we said…And now … we're deeply impacted by COVID, and we
130

have to make decisions about … our ability to operate. We're very leveraged from a debt
standpoint. So, we can’t, we don't have the ability to generate additional revenue or go
after it
This expression is clearly very reflective of the regional experience in Denver metro, not
descriptive of any other location. However, the forewarning within the content is more universal.
Projecting costs can be skewed if considerations are not made for extreme societal impacts, such
as the Great Recession or Covid-19. This bodes both for projections of construction costs as well
as operation costs. Events of such gravity as the global pandemic and American recession are not
the kind of events one can precisely project or measure the impact of ahead of time in order to
easefully plan for more accurate developments. But perhaps cost estimates need to fold in
consideration of outlying or hard to imagine circumstances, or, minimally should avoid
containing commitments and promises based upon the assumption that stability is guaranteed,
that nothing dire could occur in the financial future.
A leader from Brightline West shared about the firm’s experiences seeking, securing, and
then opting to return funding mechanisms, due to the pandemic and the many unknowns. As a
preface to this excerpt, it is helpful to have a definition of Private Activity Bonds. These types of
bonds are “tax-exempt bonds issued by or on behalf of a local or state government for the
purpose of providing special financing benefits for qualified projects…most often for projects of a
private user” (Investopedia, 2021).
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So, our primary financing tool for this is private activity bonds. And we asked for an
allocation from the state of California and Nevada, back in 2020, minutes in the spring, so
we went out to market on those in the early fall, which was not great on the timing level,
just because of you know, between the pandemic and electional… So we opted to return
the bonds on because the deal we would have made wasn't conducive to what it was just
not the greatest of terms. So we said like, let's regroup.
Another challenge with commitments is related to pedestrianization, or making places
more walkable and enjoyable for those who are walking. Commitments to pedestrianization in
urban design came up as concerns in multiple metros. An observation was shared by a leader in
the Phoenix metro, in Mesa, AZ. This observation describes a challenge with the
pedestrianisation of an area which was previously more vehicular-centric, now near a rail transit
corridor:
you come to our town, and you, personally, have to hit a button to get across the street.
But you are the least priority when you hit that button. So, sometimes you have 120
seconds cycle before the light changes. And you watch people - they just jaywalk. ... it's
signaling that you're not the priority as a pedestrian in an environment that's supposed
to prioritize pedestrians. So, I have a chicken and egg issue – of changing it once the
pedestrian activity is high enough to justify it, or if pedestrian activity won't get high
enough until you make an attractive environment. Which one comes first?
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The answer to this question is related to policy. This challenge arises elsewhere as conditions for
pedestrian-friendly areas arise by transit stations, but vehicular traffic is still prioritized at the
crosswalks. Mr. McVay’s observation is correct that this lengthy wait time not only discourages
pedestrians from visiting, it also creates unsafe conditions where pedestrians opt to cross
however they’d like, jaywalking because the infrastructure isn’t considerate of their needs. How
to balance commitments to safe walkable spaces is a challenge with policy implications, as Jeff
McVay, the Manager of Downtown Transformation, in Mesa, AZ, shared above. Decisions about
walking can be based in policy; for example, when to change the timing on the cycle for a light to
change, for pedestrians to get a walk sign in a reasonable amount of time, to prevent common
jay-walking – this is a choice that is usually made based on policies about the timing, speed, and
frequency of traffic, vehicular traffic, through that light, at that crosswalk. This policy does not
prioritize pedestrians. It prioritizes cars.
Multiple participants reflected on times when collaborative efforts were successful, as
opposed to times when they seemed impossible. One interviewee shared the following
thoughts, anonymously, about one of the case study metros. One of the main challenges about
collaborative commitments, is to forget that collaborative effort, over time, can necessitate
continued attention and maintenance. Collaborative groups which emerge from shared priorities
may change, so regions should be cautious in assuming they are stable structures:
We don’t have as cohesive a region as I think we did before; a lot of that is just the way
the world has changed, but it's where we're at. Early on, that connection between the
business community and the environmental community was truly important for us to
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advance transit. I think we lost some of that… because I think everybody said, Hey, we
passed this ballot measure, we're done. Let's move on to the next thing. And we kind of
lost that structure. And then I think we're paying the price now, because we didn't
maintain it
Reflecting on the ways that these case study metros have had challenges with commitments can
contribute to greater understandings of the policy factors that are most influential in the
development of regional rail in these regions.

6.7 Rail Timelines by Region
By considering the content of the interviewees responses, general timelines initially
produced as part of the case studies could be expanded and refined to include the events that
were most important to leadership as they developed the rail system. The value of the human
insight gained from the interviews supplemented the initial document analysis and allowed for a
deeper and more nuanced understanding of the challenges and accomplishments of each
regions rail transit development. The following figures present a graphic representation of key
incidents within the timelines that resulted from this study. The timelines are not intended to
include every event that mattered as part of the rail development process. Rather, they reflect
key incidents and unusual moments in time in order to illustrate the specificity of each region’s
experience.
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Figure 6.1 Portland Timeline
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Figure 6.2 Denver Timeline
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Figure 6.3 Riverside/L.A. Metros Timeline
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Figure 6.4 Phoenix Metro Timeline
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6.8 Summary of Qualitative Analysis
Semi-structured qualitative interviews were conducted virtually, via Google Meet, due to
the COVID-19 pandemic and travel restrictions that were in place for the majority of the research
period. After each interview, the audio content was transcribed and reviewed for thematic
elements. This included an assessment of terms that were repeated within each interview, giving
those with the highest frequency a detailed level of attention. Additionally, this included
reviewing the list of standard questions and their responses and identifying places in the
conversation where unexpected content emerged. This could be a topic that came up which was
not specifically framed in the question posed. It could also be a distinct way of responding to the
question that elicited further conversation about other aspects that were unexpected.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion
An interview participant’s observation about the currently proposed Infrastructure Bill
describes an attitudinal shift of focus which may influence the future in the United States,
especially with respect to transit:
[in the] national dialogue about infrastructure, now people are saying, ‘When are they
going to get this deal done? We want this infrastructure package passed!’ And that's a
shift in dialogue, it's huge. I think people are recognizing that this is a priority, we need to
fix what we have, we need to be more sustainable about what we're doing in the future.
We need to do it to be competitive, and to increase our quality of life, and to combat
climate change…those overall conversations on a federal level help bring it into the
mainstream conversation. That's a huge win in general for transportation. Infrastructure
has gotten more exciting and a lot sexier in the last six months
In considering this potential for continued enthusiasm and interest in infrastructure, this chapter
seeks to offer timely, meaningful takeaways. The purpose of this dissertation was to explore the
policy factors influencing the regional development of rail in five metros within the Pacific West
and Mountain West regions of the United States. These factors were considered using a lens
focused on institutional arrangements, governance, and the policymaking process. By studying
policy factors comparatively among these five cases, insights emerged about the future of policy,
transit, and governance, not only for the Pacific West and Mountain West, but for other regions
considering potential visions for development of transit. These insights might be of value in
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places where the context and circumstances have similarities to one or more of the case study
regions.
When this study began, it was born from a curiosity about how planning for rail became a
reality in some regions, versus how other regions thoroughly vision for rail and never build it. To
build a foundation for future research, this curiosity was narrowed to focus on those regions
with rail systems in place and gaining an understanding about how they got to where they are,
and how factors from their circumstances shaped policy and vice versa. This study revealed the
policy challenges confronting currently operating systems, bringing to light the nuance of success
or failure and how it is perceived. This study also provided greater understandings of: levels of
success as perceived within a region, how development was achieved, and how policy influenced
this development. Finally, it offered information as to remaining policy factors which still need a
solution.
In addition to its initial purpose, this study includes nuances which emerged about
regional concerns now - for the future of currently operating rail systems. This content may be
informative for any future inquiry regarding governance and policy in regions where visions for
rail have been supported yet not achieved. It is intended to offer meaning among regions as they
consider the experiences of their peer regions in facing a future independently and in
collaboration. Future research following this study could take multiple forms. For example,
Portland metro has received $99 million of funding in the last month of this study, September
2021, from the federal government. It could be worthwhile to conduct a focused case study of
the Portland metro’s experience as the region accepts and invests the funding. More broadly, a
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future project studying other regions of the United States, in a similar way as this study, could
help increase the data and ascertain similarities and differences across the country. Alternatively,
a study could follow this one which explores regions who have not yet built an intraregional rail
system. Specifically, it could focus on regions with extensive visions for rail, yet no commitment
to build-out.

Research Questions
This dissertation explored the following questions in its study of the policy factors that
influence regional rail development, as considered in five case study regions in the Mountain
West and Pacific West.
1. What policy factors influence the development of regional rail?
a. How do these factors differ among the case study regions? How do institutional
arrangements, governance and policymaking differ among the cases?
b. What policy recommendations can be drawn from the five case study regions and
the specific perspectives of their regional leaders in rail development?

7.1 Policy Recommendations
While each region differs from another, common themes did emerge from the interviews
and observations. From these commonalities, a series of general recommendations are provided
here for further consideration.
1) Highly attentive consideration for funding operations and maintenance should be a part
of the planning process for regional rail development, not an afterthought. Most planning
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processes do project the cost for operation and maintenance to an extent, recognizing
that this area will have some variability based on the performance and experience of the
system itself. Working to establish a dedicated funding source could be beneficial, but as
importantly, this should be reevaluated at the state level and the federal level. Local level
governments and regional agencies should organize to articulate this need to higher level
governments in a clear way, explaining why funding for new infrastructure is only one
part of the larger picture. O&M shortfalls are not a problem that is limited to one region.
It is a shared challenge encountered in all of the case study regions. This should be
communicated in a unified way to both state and federal governments, so it can be
evaluated as a nationwide, systemic issue, instead of being addressed in piecemeal ways.
Where the federal government and state government cannot provide support, P3
delivery models can be considered in order to shift some of the responsibility for O&M
funding away from the government. Understanding more about what works with the
innovative P3 models, in Los Angeles, or elsewhere, could be of value throughout the
nation.
2) Future plans for budgets for rail development should factor in the worst-case scenarios
with respect to the economy. The Great Recession and The Covid-19 pandemic could not
have been entirely foreseen; and many projected transit budgets did not consider
economic impacts of such enormity. Cooperation among levels of government will be
necessary to recover from these crises, and to be able to continue to plan in a
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conscientious manner. Related, public commitments may need to be revised in order to
more accurately reflect the capacities of the agencies after these crises.
3) Changing the paradigm of automobile/vehicular prioritization can be bolstered with
layered understandings of the climactic impacts of continued congestion and inefficient
transportation choices. Funding for transportation may come from sources that are funds
for climate protection; similarly, TOD and housing can be viewed from this angle.
Transportation funding for rail transit, TOD and housing, can be sought as funding for
Environmental Protection. Regions who are not yet doing this can model their actions
after regions who are. Learning more about flexing funds (from health and/or
environment) for transit should be a priority not only at the regional level, but also to the
legislators at higher levels. Considerations for how these funds can be flexed could
contribute to a systemic shift allowing our regional rail systems to be more financially
stable and more tailored to support community health and environmental health.
4) The consideration of rail should be evaluated parallel to the consideration of and
provision of bus transportation. Busses enable rail ridership, and vice versa. To an extent,
these two means of travel have been viewed as competitive alternatives, with one being
superior to another based on budget or goals. Frequently, systems are managed by
separate entities, and/or planned separately from one another. However, bus and rail
should be seen as partners in a collaborative regional purpose, mutually dependent on
one another for success. This kind of rhetoric should be made public as well so that the
complementary qualities of both bus and rail can be better integrated to serve the public.
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5) The regional governance model in Portland is unlike any other regional entity in the
country. Although other regions may not be ready or equipped to establish a regional
government like Portland’s, other regions can consider how to model programs based on
successes and creativity in the Portland region. Subsidizing construction for TOD and
affordable housing should be a part of these models. A better evaluation of the funding
mechanisms that enable this subsidy should be comprehended by other regions. Where
this action is not yet possible, considerations might be given to possible enabling policy
for the future. Middle grounds between the Portland model and other regional planning
models can and should emerge. Even where differences are strong, there are takeaways
for other regions which could be incorporated in their own planning practices, with some
forethought.
6) More than one region in this study is encountering significant housing crises. Planning for
transit should incorporate land use planning in a way that allows for residential
development and where possible, affordability, near transit, in order to serve as many
people’s needs as possible. It is no longer practical or acceptable for the negative impacts
on vulnerable communities to be ignored. More proactive planning and learning from
vulnerable communities, similar to the Transit Oriented Communities approach in Los
Angeles, should be enabled throughout the country. Collaborative governance models
will be required in order to meet the immense challenges posed by the housing crisis.
Communication between regions about how to address the challenges of this scale may
prove beneficial in order to determine best practices and devise creative solutions.
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Considerations for the Future
This section is intended to offer further considerations which resulted from this study,
which are not framed as policy recommendations. These considerations are areas which the
study encourages further focus, inquiry, and improvement.
Planning for regional transit is a process which is based upon and necessitates
consideration to the future. This table summates the policy factors from each case study region,
as gathered from the qualitative study. In this table, no factor is presented as positive or
negative; rather the factors which seem most influential are included without elaboration as a
starting place for comparative inquiry among these regions.
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Table 7.1 Key Policy Factors Framework
Region/Metro Primary

Secondary

Additional

Denver

Affordable
Housing; Covid19 impacts; a
need to reevaluate future
commitments in
light of current
economy
Covid-19 Impacts
on ridership

Maintaining a
Collaborative
model of
governance;
consideration for
formalizing
collaboration
institutionally
Homelessness
and housing

Funding without
Sales Tax

Affordable
Housing and
subsidy models

Funding O&M;
P3 Models;
Innovation

Scale of the
region;
commitments to
many
jurisdictions and
conflicting
priorities

Overcommitment, budgeting; Cost
projections and unforeseen crises
Suburban versus Urban institutional
priorities (i.e. cities/counties)

Phoenix

Balancing priorities among
jurisdictions; creating opportunity for
regional governance beyond Valley
Metro
Portland
Linking rail with land use planning;
history of conscientious boundary
between urban and rural; formalized
governance model with authority
Los Angeles & Environmental; Air Quality
Riverside
Representative and democratic
institutional models with input from
all regional cities and counties
Models of planning for Housing
similar to how Metro is structured to
plan for transit (With similar
representation)

While each region’s policy factors pertain directly to their contextual needs, the
takeaways from these factors can be translated for use in places outside each locale. For
example, there are regions in the U.S. which have been in dialogue about building a rail system
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for years, in some cases decades. As the debate has evolved, key concerns have been identified
by citizens, elected officials, and agency and advocacy leaders. The development of rail
necessitates investment, and in some cases, these funds are sought from the citizenry itself. The
value of a transit system may be more obvious to citizens who plan to use it; although, even this
is not always true.
In some case, a constituency within a region might strongly desire rail despite a lack of
ridership needs. In this case, the system may be viewed as an asset for economic development,
or an amenity in terms of tourism and its ability to attract visitors. Although this may prove
worthwhile over time, it may be challenging to fund publicly early on. Seeking public private
partnerships for this may prove beneficial.
Potential Relevance for U.S. Regions without Rail
Considering where, geographically, the value of this study is best applied could be more
thoroughly examined in future research. Some ideas about metros in which this study could be
meaningful for other regions are provided here as consideration for the future. These regions
were chosen due to visions for rail which have thus far not succeeded. This list is only intended
to serve as a brief summary for consideration, in gaining an understanding of other metros
without rail who have exhibited some interest and support in developing a system. Further study
would be necessary to determine more about these places and how they might learn from
regions who have developed rail successfully. This list is merely a guide for consideration as to
who might benefit from knowledge-sharing with the case study regions.
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Columbus, Ohio
By 2050, Central Ohio is expected to be a region of 3 million people (LinkUS Mobility,
2020). Since the cessation of Intercity rail in the late 1970s, local or regional rail has been
discussed in Columbus repeatedly; yet it remains the largest city in the U.S. without passenger
rail service of any kind. The Columbus Streetcar was proposed in the early 2000s, but this
proposal is permanently on hold. The 2020 LinkUS Columbus is a mobility initiative serving as a
proposal to provide rapid transit in Central Ohio. Additionally, Extending Amtrak to Columbus
has been proposed as part of President Biden’s American Jobs Plan (WhiteHouse.gov, 2021).
Las Vegas Valley
Conversations about the value of a light rail system have been discussed in the Las Vegas
Valley since the 1970s. No system is currently in operation. There is a monorail system on the
strip which is privately operated and serves to move people between specific hotels and casinos.
There is no rail transit connection to LAS, McCarran Airport, the eighth busiest airport in the U.S.
McCarran transported 50 million passengers in 2018 (McCarran, 2020). For several decades, a
proposed route for light rail traversed along Maryland Parkway from the airport to downtown
Vegas. In 2019, the Regional Transportation Commission voted to invest in bus rapid transit
instead of light rail, although this system remains a vision. Most recently, a private partnership is
proposing constructing rail along Charleston Boulevard toward Blue Diamond. This, too, is as of
yet, not formally underway. The Las Vegas Valley could benefit from considerations of policy
factors which became relevant in Phoenix and Portland, in particular.
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Nashville Metro
Under the Tennessee IMPROVE Act, a local referendum, Let’s Move Nashville,
proposed bus rapid transit and light rail along major corridors. It received only 36% Yes votes at
the ballot, thus was voted down in 2018. This opposition campaign coordinated by Americans for
Prosperity, may likely have influenced this defeat. Ideas for a transit system in Nashville began to
be actively explored as early as 2009, when the Nashville Chamber of Commerce studied a
potential plan, and they traveled to Denver to study the FasTracks program discussed in this
study. To give a sense of the support for the system, note that a coalition group of 40
organizations, Transit Nashville, organized in 2017 to support the referendum.
Louisville, KY
Before World War II, the transit system in Louisville was operational at a regional scale.
This metro currently operates Bus Rapid Transit but is still without a regional rail system. A vision
based upon the historic streetcar system has been imagined as of 2019, but no commitment for
this system exists, and it is unclear if public support is adequate to support continued dialogue.
Indianapolis
Indiana is the only state to ban light rail, a mandate passed via state statute. Arguably, it
was “a shortsighted mandate directly conflicting with Federal Transit Administration guidelines
for technology selection” (Anonymous, Indiana Business Journal, 2020). A bus rapid transit (BRT)
system, IndyGo Red Line is a 13-mile system; it opened in 2019. This region does also currently
have the Southshore line, an interurban line, operating as a commuter rail extension.
Consideration of a comprehensive regional rail system in this area has been under discussion and
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not achieved for at least 2 decades. House Bill 1365 passed the Indiana state House in 2019, to
lift the light rail ban, so that discussion is underway, and different policy might be on the horizon.

7.2 Value of this Study
The value of this research is multifold. For example, it is meaningful as a standalone
means of understanding more deeply the perspectives of leaders in the five case study metros,
regarding the development of rail fixed guideway systems. At a more nuanced level, it gives
human insight into how policy unfolds both locally and regionally, and how circumstances within
a region influence policy and vice versa. This gives a glimpse into the inner workings of the
systems which can be a learning tool for other regions. Although the experience in one region is
never entirely generalizable to another, each region shares commonalities with and distinctions
from other regions. For leaders in regions throughout the United States, considering the
development of a transit system is driven by highly specific, complex influences. It can be
assistive to ascertain what mattered when, for each of the case study regions, as leaders in other
regions ponder how to progress toward a healthy future for their own regions, with or without
rail transit.
This a moment in history at which a series of influencing matters are impactful for the
transit field. For instance, the emergence and improvement of autonomous vehicle technology
will continue to vastly influence considerations for future options in regional transit (Mouftah et
al.., 2020; How Autonomous Vehicles will Shape the Future of Transportation, 2013).
Additionally, the field of transit is greatly impacted by the enormous presence of TNC or ride151

share offerings such as Uber and Lyft. Furthermore, during the preparation of this dissertation,
the Covid-19 pandemic unfolded throughout the world. The pandemic’s impact monumental and
have only been partially felt and understood at the current moment. During the pandemic,
ridership dropped on public transit systems due to social distancing requirements, stay at home
orders, work from home options, and a general public awareness of the risks inherent in
crowded conditions. Even as cities begin to see more substantial portions of their population
vaccinated, it is reasonable to wonder whether ridership will return to pre-pandemic levels, and
if so, what considerations must be taken to enable this or greater engagement? Conducting this
research during the pandemic introduced an unforeseen level of uncertainty for the agencies
and the interviewees. It is meaningful to acknowledge the gravity of that uncertainty and
consider its impact on interviewee responses, author interpretations, and the actual future
ahead.

7.3 Summary
This study evaluated the experience of five case study regions in developing regional rail
transit in order to inquire about the policy factors that influence this process. The resultant
content was layered with potential takeaways for other regions. In the future, there are
additional regions throughout the United States with active rail systems that could be studied in
a similar way in order to ascertain the unique experiences of their jurisdictions and agencies
while developing a rail system. For example, future research might inquire as to the experiences
in Northern California, in the Seattle Metro, and/or in smaller regions such as Salt Lake City
metro, or Albuquerque. Each region has valuable insight to share and knowledge that cannot be
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fully understood without inquiry and interview directly with individuals who have experienced
the unfolding of this infrastructure.
Future research could also bolster this dissertation research by supplementing these
interviews with additional perspectives from the same regions. This could include activist
perspectives or other leadership insights. Further, a corresponding study could be conducted in
regions where rail has not been constructed, yet has been envisioned. This might clarify the
questions that regions without rail are asking; and the challenges they are confronting might
improve further inquiry in the regions which have already built and constructed rail.
One of the interviewees, in particular, shared a comment noted in Chapter 6, which
merits consideration in future studies. His observation was about how Californians leading
collaboratively, in the L.A. region, often insist upon achieving consensus, in terms of how votes
unfold at the leadership level. His feeling is that allowing for conflicting opinions might lead to
more optimal outcomes, at times. Whereas, insisting upon consensus leaves out the possibility
for different perspectives to vote differently. His observation is repeated here because it may
enable a deeper kind of inquiry for future studies. So, a future study, similar to this one, could be
refined to allow for inquiry into the nature of consensus -- and whether conflicting opinions are
allowed to thrive or ‘must come to consensus.’
Six policy recommendations were provided based on the interview responses and the
case study data. These related to policy for operations and maintenance funding, projecting
budgets to plan for dire economic times, flexing environment and health funds for transit, the
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symbiosis of bus and rail transit, considerations for replicating aspects of the Portland model of
governance, and transit policy related to the housing crisis. Finally, a series of considerations are
made regarding where other regions might benefit from the knowledge from the case study
regions. Specifically, attention Is given to regions who have not yet built rail but have created
visions and support for rail.
The transparency and experience of the interviewees throughout this study provided a
wealth of knowledge not found in any book, article, or web site. These genuine perspectives, of
leaders who worked diligently to develop intraregional rail, offer meaning and value to the
networks of other leaders who are dedicated to planning regionally throughout the United
States. As the economic recovery continues, and the future for infrastructure investment
becomes more clear, giving attention to these strong voices can help enable creative, informed
decision making in future transit planning.
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Appendix A: IRB Approval of Research Protocol
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Appendix B: Interview Questions
1. Could you provide your version of a brief history of your light rail system?
2. Based on your history, could you identify 3 (or more) critical moments in this
timeline? i.e. which events were most pivotal, and how/why?
3. How in your opinion did your region’s local institutional network contribute to the
challenges which unfolded? Your response can reflect both positive and/or
negative contributions.
4. How, if at all, did you perceive the role of non-local institutions in your light rail
system’s development? This could include the role of other regions, the role of
state level entities, or federal agencies or directives. (Feel free to expound on that
set of suggestions.)
5. Could you share your perspective on the value of light rail to your community?
6. How can local governance and policy support or hinder the possibility for rail?
7. What are your region’s strengths and weaknesses from your perspective?
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